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      “Nice tee shirt.” The guy next to me on the plane commented with a knowing smile. “You one of those crazy cat ladies that my mother always warned me about?”

      I stroked the panther spread across my chest like it was a real pet or something. “Your mother definitely would have warned you about me… but not because of my love of cats.”

      “Uh huh, you one of those dangerous types? The law-breaking girls?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. I could see what he was getting at. He thought my punky neon clothing and the bright purple streak in my ashy blonde hair meant that I was ‘up for a good time.’ Maybe I was, but not with a bland preppy guy like him. He wasn’t my type at all. I needed someone a little more… well, I wasn’t too sure what it was because I hadn’t ever found it in a guy before. That spark had never shone bright enough to keep me interested for longer than a few months at a time. But I would know it when I saw it, I was sure of it.

      “I’m too much for you to handle, sweet heart,” I told him, confidently. “Nice try, though.”

      “You don’t know.” He leaned closer, getting too far into my personal space for my liking. “You don’t know what I can handle; who I have been with. You shouldn’t underestimate me.”

      He was starting to piss me off now. Why couldn’t we just have a nice conversation without him getting all weird about it? It wasn’t necessary!

      “Well, perhaps you shouldn’t underestimate me.” I pulled back away from him. “I travel a lot and I meet idiots like you all the time. I don’t ever sleep with any of them.”

      “So, you aren’t up for joining the Mile High Club then?”

      I rolled my eyes at his sulky face. As if that was going to attract me at all. “Who said I’m not already in it? Like I said, I do a lot of traveling. Along the way, I’ve actually met some nice people. People I have an attraction to…”

      With that, I shoved my head phones on and focused on the tiny screen in front of me, not even caring what was playing as long as I wasn’t expected to engage in pointless conversation anymore. At twenty eight years old, I’d wasted enough of my life doing that. Now I was all about the big adventure, and I hoped that this one would be one of my biggest, and best.

      Brazil. Santarem. The mother land for me. The place where I really wanted to explore all the big cats. Panthers were my goal; I seriously didn’t want to die having not seen even one. My camera’s button had been worn down because I took so many pictures to capture my adventures, but that would be the best one. A real life panther on my screen, and I could die happy.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, this room isn’t the best,” I commented as I snapped far too many pictures of my cramped corner room above a very noisy bar. “Prison is definitely worse, wherever I am.”

      I was a law breaker, just as my idiot plane friend predicted—thank God I managed to lose him rapidly after baggage claim, he was starting to give off creepy, stalker vibes—but not in what I would consider a bad way. Just because I believed in caring for the environment to try and reverse the damage that humans had done to it before it was too late and I would protest any corporations who didn’t give a shit, didn’t make me a bad person. It just meant I gave a shit, and let’s be honest, someone needed to. If we didn’t start caring for Mother Earth, the destruction of the human race would be upon us and those assholes who liked dumping waste and polluting would be the ones to blame. Just because it sometimes took measures that seemed extreme to others, didn’t make it wrong.

      “Broken desk.” I documented it like it was something I would always want to remember. “Springy bed. Communal bathroom. Not much room to move which I suppose is okay since I won’t exactly be dancing in here… yep, I think this will do just fine, thank you very much.”

      To be honest, it was the price I liked best. It was affordable, which made it perfect for me.

      It took me a couple of moments to connect to the shitty Wi-Fi, but as soon as I did, I sent off a couple of pictures to my friends. I had a few groups of friends to satisfy my erratic, energetic personality. Different people for different things, since I always needed to be on the go, exploring something new, but the group I shared everything with were my old pals from high school—Darla and Maz. Our lives had gone in completely different directions. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure how we managed to be friends for all those years since we were all so different—loners stuck together, I suppose—but I liked how we’d never lost one another. Technology had its good points.

      ‘Are you locked up again, you hardened criminal?!’ Maz messaged from her beauty clinic, making me chuckle. She honestly did think I was far worse than the truth.

      ‘Is that where you’re saving the rainforest from?’ Darla joined in. She was likely surrounded by all of her children. How many did she have now? Three? Four? I lost count somewhere along the line. Motherhood worked perfectly for her, but I couldn’t see that ever being the life for me. I was a free spirit who needed to be on the go, always. It would take some man to make me settle down and stay still. Not that I was in any hurry to look.

      ‘I will save the planet somehow, even if it’s only a little bit. You’ll see!’

      I was confident in my assumption. I was pretty sure that some of the protest rallies that I’d been involved in had helped a little bit, but I knew for sure that it was my destiny to do something alone, something bigger. Sure, I probably wouldn’t find it out here while I was hunting big cats, but needs must. I just had to lay my eyes on some exciting creatures. That was my destiny too.

      “I will go cat hunting,” I told myself. “Just as soon as I have had a nap.”

      I’d learned the hard way that after a flight, a nap was essential for me. I’d tried to immediately do things before because of excitement, such as the time I went looking for a cougar in Canada. It wore me out and ended up taking two days off my trip. Much to my disappointment, I didn’t get to see the cougar either, so it was a bit of a wasted trip.

      I did meet some cool people and ended up in a rally against a factory tipping waste into the river, but that was it. I’d learned from that mistake, and wouldn’t make it again. I was going to see one of the awesome Brazilian panthers if it killed me.

      There was some research that I wanted to do before heading out as well. I was pretty excited to learn about the history of the jungle cats at one of the local museums that specialized in it. For this trip, I had even done some research in advance. Mostly because I stumbled across a legend which told of the first panther who could also turn into a man. It was a sweet little myth, but it explains why some people still think of the animals as almost God-like now.

      Maybe not the most useful way to spend my time, but hey, I was interested! Anyone who liked cats as I did was alright in my book. I figured that I might even meet some like-minded people when I was there—people who could tell me more about all of this, and who I could have a few adventures with along the way.

      I didn’t even bother to open my case; I didn’t need clothes to sleep in. The heat and humidity in this room was absolutely intense, plus my precious cat tee shirt had started sticking to me on the flight anyway. I peeled everything off, stripping down to my underwear and tossing my clothing everywhere as I did.

      A weariness overcame me as I slipped into the cool sheets. I guess I was much more tired than I thought. This was why a nap was essential… I was becoming wise in my old age. Despite the noise coming from the bar down the stairs, it didn’t take long for sleep to come for me. A black, dreamless sleep as my body prepared itself for the adventure of a life time!
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        * * *

      

      As I walked through the picturesque town, soaking up the beautiful Brazilian sunshine, I was acutely aware of everyone’s eyes upon me the whole time. I already knew that I was going to stick out, but I didn’t realize quite how much. The brightness of my purple hair and my neon spaghetti strap vest top teamed with some blue hot pants made me epitomize the tourist I was.

      I’d been many places and I hadn’t ever been the sore thumb I was today.

      Still, I was drawing nearer to the museum and I couldn’t wait to get there. Feeling refreshed and excitable was all I needed to keep me going right now.

      “Wow,” I gasped as I stepped in to the slightly crumbly building. It was old, probably protected because of the age of the building, and to me that made it more beautiful than anything else. The orangey painted bricks and arch way windows were the sort of architecture I loved.

      “Boa tarde,” the small, dark haired lady sitting behind the slightly scruffy desk said.

      I spoke the basics of a lot of languages; I’d picked it up along the way, but Portuguese wasn’t one that I was up on, so I only had one reply. “Você fala inglês?”

      “Ah, you are American.” She smiled and nodded. “Yes, I speak some English.”

      “Perfect, that’s wonderful. Sorry I don’t speak much Portuguese, I feel bad. I don’t think that it’s acceptable when people go to a different country and just expect them to speak their language. You should at least know the basics, right? But today, I’m the guilty one…”

      I’d lost her while going on my rant. I was speaking too fast, like a crazy person. It had just been such a long time since I spoke to anyone normal. The guy on the plane definitely didn’t count!

      “Anyway, sorry, how much is it to visit the cat museum?”

      She gave me a price and I handed over the money before she indicated for me to step inside. Immediately, the air whipped from my lungs as I saw all the images of the big wild cats. Photographs were by the locals according to the captions, which was incredible. To be able to get that close to one of those animals and be safe… they must have been so amazing.

      “I want to see one,” I groaned to myself as I ran my fingers over the image.

      Actually, I wanted to own one. I wanted one all for myself, but of course that wouldn’t ever happen. They were the sort of animals who needed space to run free… a little bit like me. Maybe there was a part of me that was a little bit panther. Perhaps, I had been one in a past life.

      “He is beautiful, isn’t he?” The lady made me jump as she spoke to me again. “He is the leader.”

      “The pack leader?” My eyes popped with excitement. “Oh, is there a pack of them around here? Do you have animal experts who study the pack or something, because I would love to talk with them? Maybe find out the best way for me to see them myself.”

      “You could ask him.” She tapped the picture hard.

      “What do you mean?” Was this a miscommunication? “Ask the panther?”

      “He is not always a panther. Sometimes he is a man.”

      Ah, the legend. The myth, that was what she was talking about. Even though it was a little disappointing to not get any answers that I could actually use, I followed her over to the book shelf and took the dusty old text that she handed me.

      I handled it carefully, taking great care with every page as I looked at the wonderful drawings inside. Artists had taken a great length of time to depict what they thought happened as panthers turned into men and women. Jaguars too, although they didn’t look so stunning. More terrifying, like they were the bad ones from nightmares. I didn’t spend much time looking at them.

      “These are lovely,” I murmured, quietly.

      “I know. There were no cameras then.”

      “Hmm, I see.” I couldn’t look at her as I asked this question. I didn’t want to seem like I wasn’t respecting her and her faith. “And are there any photographs of this happening?”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head hard. “The panthers have all had to go into hiding since then. Shape shifters are not accepted in this day and age.”

      “Yes, I see. Of course, they aren’t.”

      “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t here anymore. They are all over Brazil.”

      “They are?”

      “Of course, they are. A legend doesn’t last this long if it isn’t based in truth. There have been many sightings, and a lot of the photographers and painters here say that they have seen the panthers as they become men.”

      “Not women?” I pointed to one of the paintings in the book. “There are women here.”

      “There are many theories relating to what happened to the women, but no one is sure. There don’t seem to be any female panther shifters in the country anymore.”

      “So, how do they keep on going?” Her story was falling apart. I didn’t want to keep poking holes in her faith, but I needed to know. “Don’t they need women?”

      Instead of answering me directly, she smiled serenely at me. “They have their ways.”

      “Hmm, I see. They have their ways. Right.”

      My eyes drifted across to the paintings. This woman was amazing, she’d been kinder to me than anyone else had since I arrived here, but I didn’t want to get all lost in fantasies of shape shifters. I knew what my imagination was like and how easily I could disappoint myself if this wasn’t real.

      My English teacher at high school once told me that I could be a writer because my head was in the clouds, but at the time I paid no attention. I was too wrapped up in a naked march coming up that weekend to protest the use of fur in a high end fashion store.

      Maybe that was something I could pursue while I was here. I would much rather write down my fantasy of meeting a shape shifting panther to make money rather than taking a dish washing job to fund my trip… but that was something I would worry about in time. Even as the story formed in my brain taking on a bit of a haphazard shape, I let it flow through my brain without getting too caught up in it. I much preferred to live mindfully, focusing on the here and now.

      I snapped a few photos to send to Darla and Maz as the lovely woman continued to tell me about the lore relating to the panthers, some of which I had already read and other bits I didn’t know so I assumed was a local’s only type of deal. They wouldn’t get it, I doubt they would even be interested, but I needed to document all my life.

      Especially, as this was the trip where I was really going to see the big cat up close. Seeing these images just confirmed everything. I could get close to them, there was proof, so I would. Hey, maybe I could even sell my amazing photograph to one of the magazines and make some cash that way. Brazil had a lot of opportunity for me. I just had to make the most of it.

      ‘Where the hell are you?’ Darla messaged. ‘Looks weird.’

      ‘It’s amazing! You would love it here… well, you probably wouldn’t, but I love it.’

      ‘You have a great time,’ Maz replied to me. ‘And when you get back, we need that reunion.’

      Ah, the reunion. The one we talked about all the time but would never happen. Still, it was nice to keep the dream alive.
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      “You know that you need to keep focus, Tony,” I growled as we all dusted down our human bodies. “And that means all the time. I don’t know how you get anything done.”

      “We’re all still here, Jabari.” I could feel him rolling his eyes behind me even if I couldn’t see it. My fists immediately balled up in temper but uncurled just as quickly when the newest scar across my fingers started to pinch. “No one is hurt. We’re all good, buddy.”

      “Buddy? I’m the leader of this pack.” My lip curled up in a sneer. Any minute now, I was really going to lose my mind with him. It had been a long ass day. “Jakar and Javier put me in charge.”

      “Because you’re their cousin, not because of your capabilities… woah!” He held his hands up in a surrendering gesture as I span to glare at him. “I’m just kidding.”

      “Are you hungry?” Ramon dragged his fingers through his pure white hair before slapping me on the back. “You sound hungry, boss. Let’s go eat already.”

      I shot Tony one more irritated glance before nodding to agree with Ramon. I didn’t really want to get too pissed off at Tony, even if he did wind me up. We needed him. He came to us as an Italian loner who didn’t have anywhere else to go as the feline shape shifters were all but killed off in his home country a few hundred years ago. But even before that moment, he didn’t really have anywhere that he fit in. His relatives were mostly mountain lions and bobcats, so it was quite obvious to everyone that there had been an indiscretion in the family line.

      He was nothing more than a blip in his family history, an embarrassment, until he followed a rumor to Brazil and found his own family of other panthers. We took him in with ease.

      Ever since that day, he was fiercely protective of us all. Sometimes too much because he didn’t want to be considered as the outsider any longer—not that any of us saw him that way aside from him—which was the exact same reason for him constantly trying to get rid of his Italian accent.

      When he was truly angry or truly distracted, it came back out, but most of the time he sounded just like the rest of us.

      “Yeah, I guess I am hungry. Are we going to the usual?”

      Seth caught my eye, and I almost asked him what he wanted to eat as well, but I knew he wouldn’t give much of a committed answer. With his glasses covering his eyes, almost as a mask, and his fear of speaking out of turn, Seth was the one who always went along with whatever the rest of the group wanted. With me, he would share more, but that was because he knew how to fully trust me. I got all the sensitive information, such as the fact that poor old Seth was a virgin, too scared to connect with women, but the others knew nothing.

      I kept hoping that something would come along to draw him out of his shell, but it hadn’t happened quite yet. I couldn’t push it; I just had to wait and see.

      “So, there wasn’t any sign of the encroaching jaguarians in Santarem today,” Ramon continued as we headed towards the bar nearest to our town house. “That’s good news, huh?”

      “It is, unless they’ve zoned in on Panthera,” I replied with a sigh. “I hope that hasn’t happened undetected. We need to keep our damn underground city from them, protected. Especially, with all the little ones running around these days. Those kids deserve to live.”

      “Hmm, and they also don’t deserve to live under jaguarian rule,” Ramon agreed. “We’ve worked too long and hard on our own way of life for that.”

      It was a bit of a buzz kill that the Jaguarians even had an interest in us when they hadn’t for such a long time. But unforeseen circumstances had bred their intrigue and now I wasn’t sure how we would get rid of them for good. Somehow, we’d have to work it out because we couldn’t be on the prowl forever. It did suit me because I often felt trapped in the underground city of Panthera, but that was my problem alone. The rest of the guys would want to return eventually.

      “Woah.” As Tony swung the bar door open, he froze. His large frame meant the rest of us couldn’t look inside to see what had him silenced, but I immediately imagined the worst. I pictured the whole place torn apart by Jaguarians and death everywhere. I shoved him inside and glanced around as panic and anticipation tore through my system…

      “Oh.” It wasn’t death and destruction at all. Instead, it was a stranger in our midst. A woman who definitely wasn’t from around here judging by the way that she stood out. Her purple streaked bright blonde hair, her eccentric clothes, her giant smile… “Who’s that?”

      “Who knows?” Ramon shrugged. “And who cares, I’m starving, so let’s order.”

      I followed the boys inside and we nodded to the bartender that we wanted our usual. Ever since we started staying in Santarem, we had become well known here. I guess that was in part because of the way that we looked, we definitely stood out for being different, but not in the same way as this strange woman, which made our time here simpler. But once all of that was done, I tuned the guys out, not focusing on their hushed whispers about our jaguar tracking today, instead watching the woman as she spoke. I wasn’t sure if it was just the fact that she was different, that she definitely didn’t belong here, or if there was something deeper that had me staring at her like she was a TV show that I’d become obsessed with, but I couldn’t drag my eyes away, however hard I tried.

      “Ah, you went to Adriana’s museum.” Pedro, a regular in this bar, laughed. “Senhora do gato louco, we call her. The crazy cat lady. But she is wonderful, and her museum is fantastic.”

      “Oh, I loved it!” Little Miss Purple declared with gusto in her sweet American accent. “I had the best time there; she was so kind to me. She showed me all kinds of things. I saw photographs—which were incredible, I want an image of a big cat like that—and paintings. She told me all the stories as well, which was wonderful.”

      “They aren’t stories,” Pedro corrected her. “They are all real. Well, according to Adriana anyway, and a lot of other people. Many believe that the big cats are all shifters.”

      “You have no idea how much I would love to believe that.” Her little giggle brought a smile to my face, which after my long day and lack of food was a miracle. “I call myself a felinologist because I study big cats. I absolutely love them. I’ve been all over the world studying them…”

      Tony snorted with laughter and Ramon joined in. Even Seth smirked a little which caused the stranger to glance our way. Her eyes stopped on us for a moment and I felt her stare into my soul, almost as if she could see the real me and who I truly was. It was as if this self-titled felinologist knew that I was the panther shape shifter that she was looking for.

      But then Pedro grabbed her attention once more and she stopped staring.

      “I wonder if she knows,” Tony commented. “That we’re here… unless it’s the jaguars she wants. Not that I can see it. She smiles a lot and that lot are miserable as fuck.”

      “So, you don’t believe in this mythological race then?” She asked Pedro. “Because it would be great, wouldn’t it? And maybe not too far of a stretch for our imagination. When you think about all the cultures who see cats as Gods, including a lot of people here.”

      “That’s true, but people believe in all kinds of different things, don’t they?”

      “You think we should tell her?” Tony hissed. “Put her out of her misery?”

      “Are you stupid?” I snapped back, only quietly because our food was being brought over to our table. “Don’t be so ridiculous. You know that it’s fine to let people speculate about us, but we can’t allow humans to know that we exist.”

      “But what about the ones who do?” Tony cocked an eyebrow at me. “We can’t exactly change that now, can we? It’s too late to steal information from their brain.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “Just think about how much we could open her eyes. What we could show her.”

      “Shut up and eat, Tony. Don’t be so ridiculous.”

      But for some reason, the idea of bringing this strange woman into our world wasn’t the worst idea in the world. Not that I would actually act on it, but it was nice to think about it. Just because my cousins had brought human women into our world to carry on the population when the female panthers vanished, didn’t mean we all had to do it.

      They were doing their bit to keep our race going and I was keeping us safe. It was the perfect arrangement. And anyway, the women that Jakar and Javier had with them didn’t stand out like this woman did. She wouldn’t be hidden, however much we wanted her to be. However much I needed to if the jaguars proved to be more dangerous than we anticipated. No, it wouldn’t work. Not that I was really considering it, of course, just as a hypothetical thing. But even in theory it wouldn’t work out, so I needed to push that idea to the back of my mind before I acted dumb.

      “Jabari.” Tony poked me in the ribs. “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Huh?” Shit, I shook my head hard. I needed to get my head back in the moment. “Sorry?”

      “I said I think that one of us needs to go over there to talk to her. She’s being very loud now, chatting about the possibility of panther shape shifters, too animatedly. It’s getting dangerous.”

      “No.” I shot that idea down far too rapidly. “No way. Just leave her alone.”

      “But our cover could be blown…”

      “We have been talked about for years and our cover hasn’t ever been blown.” All of a sudden, it struck me what this was really about. “Oh, for goodness sake, Tony. Have we not just had a discussion about you focusing better? You can’t be seriously thinking about hooking up with yet another tourist? Give it a rest for a night, will you? Our town house might be plush, but the walls are thin. We can all hear you going at it all night long. We need some rest at the moment, Tony. You know that life is busy right now, we can’t be sleepy because of your sex life…”

      “Right, fine.” He pouted out his bottom lip childishly but held up his hands in a surrendering gesture. “I won’t pursue her, I just think that she’s hot, that’s all. I mean, don’t you?”

      Ramon nodded sharply, shocking me. He usually felt the same way about Tony’s one night stands as I did, but there seemed to be something about Little Miss Purple that kept him clinging on. Seth didn’t say anything, of course, but the slight blush in his cheeks spoke volumes. He liked her too. It was just a good job that I had no interest. Hypothetically for a moment, maybe, but that was it. I had my head in the mission, my eyes on the prize, the panthers had much bigger things going on right now. We didn’t need to be worried about women.

      “Look, just leave her to it. She’s come here on vacation,” I snapped. “She’s a little tipsy now and having a nice night gossiping with Pedro. She’s barely looked at us even once…”

      “I beg to differ,” Ramon piped up. “She keeps looking at us. I’m sure that she knows.”

      “Well, whatever. It doesn’t matter if she looks at us or not. She will be flying back home soon, off to America, and we won’t ever see her again. Whereas our mission…”

      “I already said I wouldn’t do anything,” Tony cried out while slamming his cutlery down on the table. Yep, she was definitely looking now! “Can we just go already? I don’t want to sit here and listen to Jabari kicking my ass all night long. If we need sleep, then let’s do it.”

      Seth immediately jumped up too, eager to keep the peace, which meant we were off then. Ramon stuffed the rest of his meal into his mouth, not caring what he looked like to everyone else in here, and he stood too. I guess I was leaving the rest of mine behind. Luckily, or unluckily depending on how I wanted to look at it, I had some Ramen noodles. I wouldn’t starve.

      “Come on, then. Let’s go. I suppose it’s the only way we can keep Tony in check.”

      Tony muttered something under his breath, probably not something too nice about me, but he followed willingly as we left. I could feel all eyes upon me, but I didn’t look at anyone. Mostly because I could feel the magnetic pull of one set of eyes in particular, and I didn’t want to see her.

      Her presence had stirred something up in my pack. I hoped that it would only be a temporary thing that would pass soon enough, allowing us all to forget about Little Miss Purple, but instinct told me otherwise. I had a feeling that something was shifting under the surface forever…
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not ever going back to Panthera,” Tony yelled as he crashed his butt onto the couch. “This house is amazing. There’s nothing like it. Plus, we have access to the city…”

      “And the tourists.” I rolled my eyes, sarcastically again. “And no, I won’t let this go.”

      “She isn’t here with me, is she? I’m not keeping you up all night, so what’s the issue?”

      Urgh, he was driving me crazy. Was he trying to get a rise out of me? Why did he want us to fight among ourselves when there was a much bigger enemy out there that we really needed to worry about? And why could I feel myself rising to the bait?

      “The issue is the same as before. Your lack of focus. Tomorrow, I want you all in when it comes to scouting the jungle. The jaguars are becoming more of a threat by the moment, we need to be sharp. Seth, I especially want you to be on top form because your sneak attack is everything…”

      As quiet as Seth was in real life, he was the same when he became his animal form. He barely made a sound as he tip toed through the world, always giving us an advantage. Because of his slightly smaller stature and the way that he was constantly so quiet, made everyone underestimate him as well. But I never would. I knew what he could do.

      Admittedly, I didn’t know what he had faced in the past. Something had damaged his vision long ago, but it didn’t stop him from kicking ass these days.

      “And Ramon, as always you’ll need to be careful because you stand out the most.”

      His white hair and red eyes came with him into panther form. He was the only albino in Panthera and once the jaguars caught onto that fact, he was in real trouble. I had tried to leave him in Panthera to keep him safe, but he wouldn’t have it. Our pack couldn’t separate.

      “I know.” He snorted with laughter. “I do see myself, you know. And don’t forget that you stand out as well. Those deep scars all over you aren’t just there when you’re a human.”

      I let out a little growl and stomped towards the kitchen, needing to eat before I lost my damn mind. “Look, we all just need to sort ourselves out before tomorrow, okay? I don’t want any fuck ups and I’m sure that you don’t either. There is a lot depending on us at the moment.”

      No one said anything, but I decided to take their silence as an agreement. Mostly because I was done with this conversation. It was over. We were just going around in circles, and round shapes had no end. Luckily, tomorrow was a new day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tara

          

        

      

    

    
      His white hair caught my eyes first. The guy sat in the corner of the bar with hair so bright it was like a sheet of paper. It couldn’t be real, surely. I’d been all over and seen nothing quite like it before. I could hardly stop myself from looking at it… which, of course, drew me down to the rest of his face. Those sculpted high cheekbones of his, those perfectly curved lips… and then his red eyes. At first, I thought it was just the way that the light had caught him, but the more I looked at him, the more I realized that the redness was real. Perhaps it was contact lenses to make him look a certain way, but I didn’t think so.

      He stood out, a bit like I did, and he looked incredible for it. So much so that I almost went over to talk to him. I would have done as well had it not been for the other three guys surrounding him.

      The one next to him was the one I studied next. Yes, I kind of treated them in the same way that I did cats. I studied them like they were animals in the zoo. His auburn hair was beautiful, I wanted to run my hands through it, to see if it felt as soft as it looked. He was a little smaller than the others, but not small by any stretch of the imagination; his broad shoulders screamed out for a squeeze. Then there were his glasses. Or not so much his glasses, but the piercing blue eyes behind them. The color reminded me of the ocean, they were beautiful to look at.

      The laugh of the guy with the long, brown ponytail and deep brown eyes caught my attention afterwards. It was hard to focus on Pedro’s stories about the panthers, however much I wanted to listen to him, as I watched the guy. He reminded me of men from Italy, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was where he came from. Unfortunately, I couldn’t hear him talking so I didn’t have a chance to pick up on his accent. All I could do was enjoy his smile, his tinkling laughter, the way that he lit up a room with his jokes. He was the sort of person I would have loved to have a drink with. I bet he was a whole lot of fun. Of course, I couldn’t approach him either, because I felt a little intimidated and I wasn’t sure why. In all my years of traveling alone, I hadn’t ever felt that way before. It wasn’t because I was scared, more just in awe.

      The final man sat at the corner of the table with a deep frown spread across his face, highlighting his big scars even more. He was larger than the rest, thicker too, but much harder for me to stare at. I had a feeling that he just knew I was looking at him, trying to figure him out, and he didn’t like it one bit. He didn’t want me to know anything about him…

      Which probably explained why he was the one who featured so prominently in my dreams last night. I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about him. He intrigued me greatly.

      “I might see them again tonight,” I whispered to myself as I finally swung my legs around and rose from the bed. As springy as the mattress was, it kept giving me great sleep. “Who the hell knows? Not that I will be able to talk to them, of course…”

      I grabbed my towel and headed out of the room, making my way to the communal shower. It wasn’t the worst that I’d been in, that was for sure, but it wasn’t the best either. Still, it didn’t matter. After the strange non interactions with the four guys last night which only ended when they all stormed out in what seemed to be an argument, the long and involved conversation with Pedro, and my time at the cat museum, all I wanted to do was get out there, in to the Brazilian jungle, to take some photographs. I wanted to continue the story in my head, to progress with my fantasy narrative about a panther shifter, which I would be able to do while I was out there, with the beasts. I still hadn’t decided if I was going to really write it down or not, but I was having fun along the way. Perhaps that old ass English teacher of mine knew me better than I did myself.

      “Why didn’t the men speak to me?” I wondered as the water trickled over my head. “They wanted to… at least, the Italian definitely did, but he didn’t, and I want to know why.”

      Perhaps it was my outspoken views. I had sunk a couple of beers so my view on the cat-based lore here was a loud topic of conversation. I might have inadvertently said a couple of things that would offend people who fully followed it. Maybe it was even my fault they all got annoyed and left. I couldn’t imagine me having that much of an impact, but perhaps I had.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I rubbed the shampoo in my hair, the soap racing over my body. “They aren’t relevant. Today, I will get to head out to the jungle and tonight, I doubt that I will even see them. They might have been tourists as well, just passing through.”

      God, this muttering aloud to myself was getting silly. I needed to stop it before someone started to suspect that it was a sign of me on my way to madness.

      I spent the rest of the shower in complete silence to prove to myself that I could do it, but it didn’t feel natural. Many of my best ideas came while I was washing, and I needed to vocalize them. Screw it, it was time to give up the idea of being quiet.

      I sang to myself as I got dressed. Not very well, I wasn’t the most musically talented person, but it was fun. Much better than the silence, anyway. Once I had my shorts and tee shirt on, a back pack of my belongings swinging on my back, and my best boots on, it was time for me to go.

      I checked the camera around my neck at least a million times, checking that it was working okay and that it had plenty of batteries in it, as well as the video cameras I wanted to set up to track any activity if there was any, before I left. The last thing I wanted was for me to see one of the amazing creatures that I loved so much and to not be able to get evidence. Sure, I could take a picture on my cell phone as proof that I had seen the creature, but it wouldn’t be good enough for me to study it. I wanted to scour every inch of the image, to live the day that I finally saw a panther in real life for the very first time.

      I let out a little squeal of excitement before I made my way outside into the world, and I immediately began my journey to the jungle. Even with my short hair scraped back off my face so the purple streak wasn’t so obvious, I got stares, but I honestly didn’t care. I was far too thrilled for what today would hold. I didn’t even wait for a reply as I sent off messages to my friends, letting them know where I was going. I had all the time in the world to reply to them…

      The first thing I noticed was the thick atmosphere in this jungle. It was powerful and hard to breathe in, which was a little crazy because these trees and plants were what helped us to breathe, what kept us alive. That was why I had protested so many corporations that wanted to cut them all down for their own gain. I hated people who put their needs before that of the many.

      But this was leaving me dizzy and I wasn’t sure why. I kept having to stop to catch my breath. Sure, it was hot, but I’d been in warmer climates before and it didn’t feel like this. No, I was pretty sure that it was something inexplicable making me feel a little weird. Something so deep that it could be called magic if I let myself believe that.

      I snapped a couple of pictures as and when I could, but it wasn’t the priority it had been when I first came outside. I wanted to really feel everything, to experience it in the moment, to just be here. This was so damn exciting; I didn’t want it to ever end.

      “Ooh, what’s that?” I brushed my fingers over some deep scratches in the tree. They had come from a cat for sure. There had been a fight here of some kind. I wished that I could have seen it, even if it might have left my life in danger. “This spot needs a camera for sure.”

      As I set it up, tying my equipment up carefully so it wouldn’t fall or be tampered with, I wondered where the cats bed down for the night. If there were signs of fighting around, that probably meant that it was over territory which meant it was an animal’s home. Excitement built like fizzing anticipation coursing through my veins. Even if I didn’t see a cat today, I would likely see one on the camera. I could learn about their movements and track them. Get that picture.

      ‘Here is my first camera.’ I sent this in a message to my friends, to keep them in the loop but also to remind myself where I had put it. I didn’t know this jungle well and I didn’t want to lose it. ‘I will get some footage of the panthers here. Isn’t that exciting?’

      ‘Oh, my God!’ Maz shot back right away. ‘That seems so dangerous.’

      ‘Yeah, it does,’ Darla agreed. ‘Why can’t you ever do anything normal?’

      ‘You know me… the normal life has never been for me.’

      A part of me sometimes wondered if that was something that I should be worried about. If my lack of desire to settle down and do something normal, was troubling. Everyone else seemed to enjoy it. I didn’t see anyone else complaining, but I had no need.

      Anyway, this was no time to panic about what was going on inside of my head. I needed to get all the cameras set up in the right place. This was the first day of my adventure, and I wanted to get it right. So, I lugged my heavy bag around finding the places where there had clearly been activity, and I set up the rest of my cameras, sending pictures to my friends every single time.

      Each image I sent to my friends got them more worried. They seemed to have this strange idea that I was in a downwards descent, self-sabotaging because I was in a dangerous place. That was crazy, I honestly had no idea what their issue was. Everything was awesome.

      “I need a guide,” I said with my hands on my hips as I examined the last of my cameras in its place. “Someone who really knows this area, and the panthers too.”

      I could only go so far alone. If I didn’t get someone with local knowledge to help me out, then I was stuck. I suppose I could have asked Adriana, but I wasn’t sure that she was a jungle trekking sort of woman. I couldn’t picture it. Pedro either. No, it would have to be someone else.

      “Yes, that’s what I will do. Get someone to help me. Then I can come back at night.”

      A shiver raced down my spine as I imagined myself here at night when the animals would be more likely to show themselves. In the safety of the night with their incredible vision, they would feel much more relaxed. That way I could get the best image of them possible…

      What was that? I wasn’t sure what it was, but something caught my attention. A little sound, maybe, or perhaps a little tension in the air that caught my focus. But my heart was in my mouth, pounding wildly. There was an ice cold bolt of lightning shooting through me. Butterflies of terror flapped violently. I was a mess. Now, I was starting to see what my friends were talking about, perhaps this was a little dangerous after all. Maybe it was time for me to get out of here.

      “Stop being silly.” I chuckled, trying my hardest to make me feel a little better. “There isn’t anything there. It’s just… you’ve been out on your own all day and you keep talking to yourself…”

      But even as I turned back to the camera, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I couldn’t shake off the sensation that something was after me, someone was looking over my shoulder; I was in danger. So, I didn’t stick around for long. I gathered up everything that I had left, and I started the long walk back into town. I tried to focus on the idea that once I got back to the bar, I would have to find someone with knowledge and who was willing to take on the treacherous journey. I also wanted the advice of someone who might be able to tell me what was in the air in this jungle, why it made me feel so weird.

      “That’s all this is now.” I tried to convince myself as I shrugged my back pack on higher. “It’s nothing more than this feeling. This weird magic in the air.”

      But as I walked, I couldn’t stop myself from glancing behind me constantly, trying to figure out who or what was looking at me. I kept my fingers curled around my camera at all times, ready to snap a picture at a moment’s notice if the opportunity came around, but it never seemed to happen.

      Then, once I finally broke free from the jungle, I noticed the change immediately. It was instant; my lungs loosened, and it was so much easier to get air into them. That made my head clearer and my thoughts much easier to manage. The paranoia that someone was following me dissipated as quickly as it had arrived.

      “Foolish girl.” I shook my head and laughed. “What an idiot, honestly.”

      I felt foolish. I was leaving behind the girl who feared something in the jungle, and I hoped she wouldn’t return once I went back in there. That was the reason I needed to have someone else with me. Someone who could explain it all.

      “Get back, get around people… and stop talking to yourself, Tara, for the love of God.”
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        * * *

      

      The bar was empty. No one was in it, only me and the bartender, which was a disappointment. I was eager to start my hunt to find an assistant, excited and a little bit frustrated, but I suppose I was hungry as well. I could deal with my needs before my wants.

      I placed my order without looking at the menu, already knowing what I wanted, and I took my seat by the bar. Every creak had my eyes darting towards the door, just waiting for someone to come inside, but there was no one.

      “Você está bem, Senhorita?” The bartender asked before shaking his head. “Sorry, English. You are okay?”

      I nodded, almost automatically telling him that yes, I was fine thank you very much, but then I decided to ask for help. I had to start somewhere.

      “Do you know anyone who could help me?” I asked, hoping that he could understand me enough. “A guide to help me in the jungle?”

      “Er, jungle?” I nodded, encouragingly. “I don’t know.”

      Disappointment crushed me, even though it was the first time that I’d tried, and I barely held out a lot of hope to begin with. There would be other people to ask, I was sure of it.

      “Okay, never mind. Thank you.”

      Maybe even those four guys would come back. The ones who intrigued me from last night. I wouldn’t mind seeing them again. I just hoped that I could work up the courage to actually talk to them this time around. They could be the ones to escort me into the strange territory that I wanted to explore. If they were on my side, I wouldn’t have a reason to be scared at all…
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      “She’s back,” Tony hissed to me like I couldn’t see the striking streak of purple hair myself. “What do you think she might be doing here again? It might be time to go and talk to her…”

      I rested my hand across him, trying my hardest to prevent him from making a stupid mistake. He had such a charm, such a way with the women that it scared me to let him loose on this woman. He would probably charm her so much that she’d either end up in his bed or unable to leave him alone. We really didn’t need that nightmare on top of everything else.

      “No, just leave. Just forget about her. Let’s just get some food and get out of here, okay?”

      “But why? Why can’t I talk to her?” He shrugged. “I don’t see what the damage is.”

      “Because she’s just… a tourist,” I snapped. “She’ll be here for a few days and be gone.”

      “Exactly.” Tony furrowed his eyebrows at me. “So, why can’t I just have a chat? I don’t see what the issue is. Why can’t I just get to know her a little bit?”

      “Because we all know what your idea of getting to know someone is.”

      “Woah, what is that about?” He gasped in shock. “Do you like her or something?”

      I snorted as if that was the most ridiculous idea in the world, but I wasn’t totally pulling it off. So, I stomped over to the table and slammed my fists down on the table. I needed to end this conversation before it got the better of me. Before I said something I didn’t mean. I really didn’t want to keep talking about that fucking woman who was now starting to get on my nerves more than anything else. Yes, there was something intriguing about her and she was very good looking, but that meant nothing in the long run. It sure as hell wouldn’t matter when she was gone.

      “Look, I just need to blow off some steam,” I snapped. “I need a beer. It’s getting like a shit show out there and it’s doing my head in. The last thing I want is to bring anyone else into this.”

      “We got it,” Tony tried to reassure me as he took his seat beside me. “It’s under control.”

      “If it was under control, we’d be back in Panthera. Not stuck here.”

      “Do you even want to go back? I got the impression you don’t want to…”

      “Look, I just want all of this over, that’s all. I don’t want to think about what’s coming next. Once this jaguarian threat has passed then we can start worrying about other things, but until then we need to keep our eyes on the prize. We can’t think about distractions.”

      But that didn’t stop my eyes from darting over to the table where she was sitting, talking to Pedro and some other guys as well, in that wonderfully animated way of hers. There was a serious beauty in her eyes as she talked, a sparkle that made my heart sing.

      No, not sing. That was stupid. I could not think that when Tony was watching me intently.

      “So, what are we going to do?” I growled. “How are we going to stop this from being an issue?”

      Tony glanced to Ramon and Seth who barely even shrugged because they had no idea. Without a clear sighting of the jaguarians and any idea of what their next move could be, there was no answer. They were up to something for sure, but no one knew what. Something strategic, probably. Something that would knock us sideways. We just needed to keep them at bay.

      “I’m going to order some drinks at the bar,” Ramon said with his deep, thinking voice. “I’ll be back in a moment. I just need… I don’t know, I need a moment to think.”

      As he walked off, I watched him go, wondering what he was up to. Ramon only went off like that when he had an idea brewing in the back of his mind which he wasn’t quite ready to share with us yet. I didn’t want to get my hopes too high, but I had a little spark of hope.

      “What is he doing?” Tony asked. “How is he allowed to talk to the new girl?”

      I snapped my gaze back to him, panic almost consuming me until I could see that Tony was just exaggerating. Ramon was barely near Little Miss Purple, much less talking to her.

      “Will you just forget about her, already?” I spat out. “Keep your focus. Remember when I said that you need to keep thinking about what we’re actually doing right now?”

      Tony rolled his eyes and stared at the menu as if he was actually going to venture out and get something different to eat. Whatever, as long as it stopped him worrying about her that was all I cared about. Just because she was the tiniest bit intriguing, didn’t mean she was important.

      “So, Seth, what do you think?” I needed conversation. Anything to stop me from getting all caught up in her again. They were all laughing at her table, it was getting very distracting.

      “I think maybe we should speak to her.”

      “What?” I exclaimed in shock as my chest tightened. Not him, too. He was the peace keeper, he never went against the grain. “Why should we speak to her? She isn’t important.”

      “She wants to go into the jungle at night. She has no idea of the danger.”

      I stared at him with wide stunned eyes. “How the hell do you know that?”

      He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He didn’t like being the center of my focus like this, but it was tough. I needed to work out what the hell he was going on about. “Because I listened in. As we walked passed their table. She’s asking everyone there for a guide.”

      I already knew that he listened a lot when he wasn’t speaking, but this surprised me. For Seth to be paying Little Miss Purple any attention, it had to mean something. He thought that there was more to her being here as well. Now, I was truly concerned. Perhaps it was time to stop ignoring everyone and to find out more about her.

      “I’m going to warn her.” Tony jumped up, but I grabbed his hand hard. “What? She needs to know. We can’t just let her walk straight into the jaguar threat.”

      “I’m not letting you anywhere near her. I can’t trust you right now.”

      “Why not?” Tony shook me off hard. “Why are you being such an asshole?”

      “Let me go.” He basically made the decision for me. I didn’t have any choice now. “I will talk to her in a much calmer, more considered manner.”

      Tony didn’t like it. He simply nodded sharply and took his seat. Much as he wanted to charm the pants off this woman, he knew that he needed to respect me more. Thank God. I couldn’t lose my position as alpha of this group or everything would collapse around us. In the wake of what was going on with the jaguars, this was the last thing we needed.

      As I approached Little Miss Purple, a strange nervousness overcame me, unlike anything that I had ever experienced before. She made me feel new things that hadn’t ever crossed me before, and I hadn’t even said one word to her yet. This could get messy.

      “Ah, Jabari!” Pedro welcomed me, warmly. “Please, take a seat with us…”

      “I don’t think I can, I just want to…”

      “My name is Tara.” Little Miss Purple jumped up and extended her hand to me with a much too warm smile, since she didn’t know me. She really was going to get herself into trouble if she wasn’t careful. I shook her hand, forcing myself to remain where I was even as a shock of unexpected electricity bolted through my system, sending shock waves to all of my limbs. “I have actually been wanting to talk to you. Could I buy you a drink?”

      “Er…” The idea left me a little uncomfortable, but since I wanted to get her alone, I saw that I didn’t really have any choice but to agree with her offer. “Yes, sure, thank you.”

      I followed her stiffly to the bar, passing Ramon as we went. I couldn’t help but notice the moment of eye contact that they shared. It was so brief, so tiny, but dramatic, I could just sense it. What was it that the rest of my pack noticed about this woman that I hadn’t seen yet?

      Or perhaps I had seen it and I just ignored it because it was all tangled up in an attraction that I didn’t want to have with this woman. I couldn’t see it because it was all cloudy.

      “So…” Tara ran her eyes curiously up and down me, as if she was trying to commit every inch of me to memory. “I just told you my name. Do I get to know yours? I know you seem like the strong and silent type, but I atleast get to know that part, don’t I?”

      “Jabari.”

      “So, it is Jabari? I thought that’s what Pedro said. That’s an unusual name. I like it.”

      I tried to smile but I couldn’t quite make it happen. “Yes, I suppose so.”

      “So, Jabari, do you know anything about the cat population around here?”

      “Oh, so right into it then? No time for small talk?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      “You don’t seem like the sort of man who likes small talk.”

      “No, I suppose not.” It seemed like we were in the middle of a weird stand-off. I had no idea who was going to win. “So, you want to know about cats? Any species in particular?”

      “Well, I’ll be honest, I like all big cats, but panthers are my favorite.”

      My heart stopped dead. Was she onto us? She was giving me a bit of a look like she knew we were the shape shifters. Did she? Was this why every member of my damn pack was fascinated by her? Because she was linked to us in some way?

      “So… so you’re looking for panthers?” I stammered.

      “Yes. I know there are some here, and I think that they might be more active at night. That’s why I want to go to the jungle at night, but no one will take me. They keep saying that it’s too dangerous and that they don’t have the knowledge or survival skills.”

      “Well, that’s good.” I nodded, defiantly. “You shouldn’t be going to the jungle at night.”

      “I don’t want to go alone.” She rolled her eyes, dramatically. “I’m being smart about the whole thing because I don’t know the area well enough to guarantee that I won’t get lost. What I don’t understand is why no one will come with me.”

      “Because it would be suicide, that’s why.”

      She ran her fingers down my arm and shot me a flirty glance which wasn’t working on me at all. “But with a big strong man like you on my arm, I would be fine…”

      “No.” I stepped back rapidly, unable to bear her touching me any longer. It was all too much. “Don’t do that. Just… just keep away from the jungle, okay. Especially, in the dark. You don’t know what’s out there and you don’t want to either. It’s dangerous.”

      She called after me as I walked away, basically demanding that I come back, but I wasn’t going to. Tara needed to get the hell out of Brazil before she ended up getting herself killed. I hoped my actions highlighted that. I wanted my rudeness to push her far away, so I never had to worry about her again.
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        * * *

      

      She smelled like jaguar. Ramon’s words from last night kept racing through my brain as I prowled the jungle with my panther pack. Someone is following her.

      I didn’t notice that when I was talking to her, I barely smelled her at all, but now I was even more concerned about Little Miss Purple. Or Tara, as I was now going to have to remember that is what she was called. Someone knew that she was playing about in the jungle alone and she was in trouble. We needed to destroy that fucking jaguar pack before anything happened.

      What the fuck was that? All of a sudden, flashes went crazy around us, leaving each of us in a panic. I darted around on my paws, ready to take out whatever danger came my way… not that I could see it. My panther eyes were about a million times better than my human ones, so the bright flashes were horrific. I couldn’t stand them…

      My first real alert to danger was a set of sharp teeth digging into my legs. Jaguar teeth. The flashes had alerted our enemies and drawn them out to us. The fight was on…

      I turned and attacked, using my other senses to help me. As I fought the jaguar, I wasn’t my best self, I couldn’t deny it. The thought that this was somehow linked to Tara, didn’t stop coming. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to end up being killed because of this stranger…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What the fuck was that about?” Ramon gasped as he bandaged up his leg. If I didn’t know better, I would assume that he was also distracted during the fight. “Was it a trap?”

      “I don’t think the jaguars set it,” Tony piped up. “No way. Yes, they used it to their advantage, but I don’t think it was anything to do with them. I think we have poachers to worry about again.”

      “Nah.” Ramon shook his head. “Why would they do that? It’s too obvious.”

      I didn’t want to think too much about it. It troubled me too much, and right now I had some injuries that were definitely going to become more scars. At this rate, I would be more scars than skin! I couldn’t get myself all lost like that again.

      “I think it was her,” Seth finally said, grabbing the focus of all of us. A blush filled his cheeks, he was almost too shy to say this, but he forced himself to continue which was good. The more he spoke up and the rest of the guys respected his opinion, the more he’d come out of his shell. “I think it was Tara from the bar, trying to find out if there is anything to track in the jungle.”

      “You think that was cameras?” I asked, suddenly seeing exactly where he was coming from. There was actually a very strong chance that Seth could be right. It made a lot of sense.

      “Yes, I think she wants pictures. She always has a camera with her, haven’t you noticed?”

      I slid my eyes closed and I could see it hanging around her neck. Seth was so much more observant than me, it was incredible.

      “Well, she’s definitely going to have a million fucking pictures of us, isn’t she?” I snapped. “The jaguars too. Now she’s going to be even more intrigued by the cats here. I mean, what the fuck did she call herself? A felinologist? We’re in a real state.” I dragged my fingers through my hair, wishing that a solution would just come to me already. “She’s going to become a nuisance.”

      “She won’t be the first person intrigued by us. I don’t know why you’re so worried.”

      “Tony, that isn’t helpful. We need to worry about everything right now. Why do you think Jakar and Javier sent us out here? This is just something else to add on top. Now, we’re going to have to speak to her more to try and lure her away from this place. She needs to go back home.”

      I glanced around at everyone in turn to see them reluctantly agreeing with me. We needed to make sure that Tara wasn’t making our lives even harder because it was bad enough. If my cousins learned why things were getting more complicated… well, they wouldn’t be happy to say the least. They needed Panthera protected for their children, and I wanted that for them.

      “We need rest now,” I declared, wearily. “But after rest, we need to do what we can to get rid of Tara to keep her safe, and to get rid of those bastards. If we don’t, we will end up living under their rule, and none of us want that. Even if there is more of them, we need to win.”
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      Determination flooded through me as I headed towards the bar. My footsteps were more like stomps because I now had information that I needed sorting out. A picture that someone was going to have to answer for. In all of my studies, every bit of my fascination with big cats, I had never ever seen anything like this before. I didn’t even think that it was possible.

      “Woah,” Pedro practically yelled as I stepped into the bar. “You look… I don’t know, mad.”

      “I’m not mad.” I shook my head hard. “But I do need a drink.”

      I continued my journey over to the bar with my head spinning wildly. I wasn’t sure how much of that came from all the photograph development chemicals that had been around me all afternoon and how much of it came from what I saw. Unfortunately, it was not from one of my motion sensor stills cameras because video footage would have been awesome.

      Still, it would get me some serious cash if I sent this image in to a magazine… if it turned out to be real. That was the only thing that had stopped me from doing it already. I was scared to find out that it was a fake. Or something supernatural that no one else would believe.

      “Beer, please,” I rasped at the bartender. “The strongest one that you have.”

      He handed one to me and I took a giant swig as I pushed a bill over to him. I remained at the bar while I finished it all. I already knew that I was going to need another one right away. If I didn’t get a buzz to kill off this anxiety, it was going to drive me insane.

      “Bad day?” He asked me with an amused look on his face.

      “I don’t know yet. I haven’t decided.” I motioned for another beer. “I will figure it out.”

      Once I had my second beer, I went back to sit with Pedro. To be perfectly honest, he hadn’t been all that useful to me. He didn’t ever seem to know anything, but I liked him all the same. He had a sweet and honest personality. The qualities that I always looked for in new friends.

      “So, what’s going on?” Pedro smirked. “A new find with all the big cats?”

      He was doubting me, but soon I would wipe that look off his face. I pulled the picture out of my bag, taking great care not to damage it in any way possible, and I placed it on the table in front of him. Pedro narrowed his eyes curiously before leaning forward to examine what I was showing him. I watched him intently, knowing that his reaction would tell me everything.

      “What is this?” He asked, curiously. “I don’t know what I’m looking at here.”

      “An albino panther,” I snapped back, curiously. “I’ve never heard of anything like it before. All white fur and red eyes. I tried to find something online but there’s nothing.”

      He nodded slowly, drinking this in. “This isn’t just some camera light trickery?”

      Urgh, this was just the sort of reaction that I didn’t want to face. People disbelieving me, thinking that I had done something on purpose. If Pedro, the first person I had shown it too, had that reaction then surely everyone else was going to as well? This was a nightmare.

      “This is a real picture. I wouldn’t have brought it in otherwise, would I?”

      “I don’t know. You do get some weird people who will do anything for attention.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Do I come across this way? Come on, you’ve known me for a few days now. I think you understand me better than that, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” His smiled suggested that he was just winding me up, anyway. I guess I was more sensitive than I thought today! The stress was getting to me. “But what I want to know is how you got this. I didn’t think you could find anyone to take you into the jungle at night.”

      “No, I haven’t yet, but now I need to more than ever. I left cameras all through the place to try and track what activity there was, and this was the one thing that stood out.”

      “Nothing else?”

      There was something about the way that Pedro asked this which had me really curious. Did he know more than he was letting on? Was there a secret that even my closest friend in Brazil wasn’t going to tell me? Not that we were exactly close, but I thought that we had a bond.

      “There was something else, actually… something that surprised me, but I didn’t think to bring the pictures with me. I was so excited about the albino panther, I didn’t think.”

      “Tell me.” Pedro leaned in closer. “What is it?”

      “A fight between the panthers and the jaguars.”

      “Hmmm… well, they are both pretty territorial, aren’t they?”

      “I suppose so, but it didn’t seem like that. I can’t explain it, but it was different.”

      I grew intensely angry with myself that I hadn’t bothered to develop the rest of the images. I was just so excited about this one deliciously fascinating creature, the one that no one else seemed to know existed. But now, I wanted the whole lot with me so I could make Pedro understand why I was so wild-eyed and crazy about the whole thing.

      “Argh, I’m so annoyed.” I banged my fists down on the table, knocking some of his drink from his glass. “I’m really pissed off that I can’t make you see…”

      “Oh no, it isn’t that I don’t believe you,” Pedro reassured me. “I do. I’m just trying to work out what you’re going to do with this information.”

      I paused for a beat as I tried to figure out Pedro’s cryptic message. He definitely knew something that he wasn’t letting on. If he didn’t let me know what he knew soon then I was going to lose my damn mind. Couldn’t he see how desperate I was? How determined I was? I would find out this information in whatever way I could.

      “What do you mean? What could I do with this information?”

      He shrugged but his eyes weren’t meeting mine. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and stared right at him. He didn’t have to look at me for me to be looking right at him. “Maybe I will speak to the environmental media. Someone has to be interested in this. If the albino panther is as rare as I believe it to be, then wildlife photographers from all over the world will be here, wanting to study the creature.”

      “Hmm, I see.” The color drained from Pedro’s face. “I don’t think the locals will like that.”

      “Why not? Because they don’t want their town overrun with people? Because they aren’t prepared for it to get that busy? Or is there another reason, Pedro?” I was getting dangerously close to going on a rant. “Would it scare the beasts? Amp up the strange rivalry between the panthers and the jaguars? Will it affect all the spiritual beliefs surrounding cats here?”

      “You don’t need to yell,” Pedro whispered, begging me to stop.

      “Well, I think that you know something you aren’t sharing with me. In fact, I’m certain that you do, and I don’t know why you would want to keep something from me. I’m not a bad person, I have been very open and honest with you; I haven’t given you any reason to distrust.”

      “I don’t know what you think I know, but I don’t.”

      “This.” I smacked my finger down on the picture. “This is what you know about.”

      “I already let you know that I don’t. If I did, I would tell you.”

      “Then who does? Huh? Who does know anything about this?”

      Pedro parted his lips and was about to say something, something I hoped would be significant and powerful, but before those words properly came out, the bar door swung open and in walked the four massive guys who seemed to silence everyone. I wasn’t even mad as Pedro’s words clearly melted away because I felt the same way in their presence. There was something magical about them which took my breath away.

      “Those are the people,” Pedro whispered to me, almost making me jump. I nearly forgot that he was around. “They are who you want to talk to about this.”

      “Why?” God, I couldn’t even drag my eyes away to find out what Pedro’s revelation meant.

      “I’m just telling you to speak to those four. They might be able to help you better than me.”

      My fingers curled around the picture. Pedro was right, I needed to speak to them. I wasn’t sure what it was, but my instincts told me that this was the path I needed to take. I hadn’t exactly had a pleasant conversation with them before, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t…

      “I’m going now,” I whispered to Pedro, but my body didn’t move. “I will talk to them…”

      My entire body was encased in a lead-like feeling. I couldn’t move however much I wanted to. Instead, all I could do was examine their movements, watch the way that their bodies moved, and something started to come to me. It was a fuzzy image, one of the pictures that I hadn’t even spent a lot of time looking at because I was more interested in the beasts, but now it was obvious.

      “It was them,” I gasped out. “They were there. I saw them.”

      “What do you mean?” Pedro leant in once more. “You saw Jabari and the others?”

      “Yes. Those four guys. They were in the woods. Maybe they know something about the albino panther. Perhaps they saw the fight between the cats as well. They might know where to look…”

      All of a sudden it hit me that I saw them going into the woods but not coming out. They should have knocked off one of my motion sensor cameras or even some video footage would have been great, but I had nothing. Where the hell did they go? That was so weird. They must have come back some way. I covered a big area and should have caught something.

      Shit, now I really needed to speak to them.

      “Right, I’m going.” I sucked in a deep panicked breath. “I’m going over there now.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No, I will be okay.”

      I wasn’t sure that it was the right decision, but I rose to my shaky feet and headed over to their table, my heart pounding against my rib cage as I went. It was hard to keep my confidence up high as I faced my fear. They all seemed to notice me as I walked and they each fixed their eyes upon me. None of them had anything like an expression on their face which made it a little more intimidating. I wasn’t sure if I was heading straight into the lion’s den.

      “Are you about to ask us to take you into the jungle at night?” The guy who seemed to be the leader, the one who spoke to me before, snapped. “Because I already told you that it’s dangerous.”

      “Oh, I know. Believe me.” Surprisingly, my voice came out stronger than I was expecting. “I have seen evidence of this, and I believe that you have too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean this.” I slapped the picture down in front of him. “And the fact that you were there in the jungle last night. I’m pretty sure you couldn’t have avoided this albino panther and that fight between the jaguars and the panthers…”

      All the guys darted their eyes towards the guy with white hair, the one who matched the picture of the panther with his locks and surprisingly, his reddish eyes too. In fact, he really looked like the human version of this animal which reminded me of the beliefs that Adriana talked about when I went to visit her museum. The men who became beasts. Was that possible?

      “So, you took this picture?” An Italian accent flew out of one of the guys’ mouths. “You must be a very good photographer to get this close to a wild animal.”

      “I have cameras stationed around the jungle to track movement because I want to know where to look. No one will tell me where to go so I need to find out for myself.”

      “Ah, I see.” He gave me a charming smile which made my heart flutter. I was sad to say that I could feel myself falling for this guy a little. “That’s very smart. You’re a clever woman. Beautiful too. Although, I’m sure that’s something you hear a lot.”

      I giggled and tucked my hair behind my ears before I remembered what I was supposed to be doing. “You can’t distract me, you know? I want to know what the hell is happening here, and you know all about it. You’re hiding something.”

      “We aren’t hiding anything…”

      “Don’t give me that shit.” I leaned in closer, giving my fiercest look. “I can assure you that I will find out what’s going on here, one way or another. So, if you want to control how I find out then I suggest you start talking. You think it has escaped my attention that you look just like this panther?” I stared at the white-haired guy. “Or that all of you went into the jungle but didn’t come out. Or that there were four panthers fighting with the jaguars.”

      “Okay, okay…” The enigmatic leader announced. “We can talk about this, sensibly.”

      “First, tell me your names.”

      “I’m Jabari.” He pressed his finger in to his chest. “This is Tony.” So now the Italian had a name. “Ramon.” I would always remember that name because it belonged to the man who matched the beast. “And Seth.” Huh, that was someone I hadn’t really noticed before. He was intriguing in his own little way too. “Can we know your name too?”

      “Uhuh. I’m Tara.”

      “Right, Tara. Now we all know each other a little better. We can talk.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “You mean you’re going to tell me everything?”

      No one said anything for a beat too long which told me all that I needed to know. These guys weren’t going to tell me anything, which was incredibly frustrating. The more that everyone shut me out of this secret, the more I wanted to pull it apart.

      “Okay, that’s fine. I will just contact the environmental press,” I replied in the most innocent tone of voice that I could manage. “Like I was just saying to Pedro, I can have journalists crawling all over this place in a heartbeat. You guys must know how wild photographers get over trying to get an image of something new. Someone will find this albino panther even if it isn’t me.” I shrugged, acting helpless. “I mean, it would be better if it was me because I’m not an asshole like a lot of them. I only want to see one, I don’t want to dissect one.”

      I caught a glimpse between them all. This was getting to them. Well, good. If they would just tell me what the fuck was going on, then I wouldn’t need to threaten this. I wasn’t keen on it myself, but as I had learned in my life, sometimes the end justified the means.

      I reached across to grab my picture. “I know there will be many people who are interested in buying this picture anyway, so it isn’t an issue to me. I will be rich…”

      “Okay.” Jabari reached across and grabbed my hand before I could lift the picture off the table. I froze, almost as if I was completely unable to move, like he had some kind of magical power over me. “Okay, fine. We don’t want that, and you know it.”

      Thank fuck, finally we were getting somewhere.

      “Why don’t you want that?” I leaned in, getting far too close to Jabari. That wasn’t what I intended at all, but it was too late. I couldn’t back down now. “You want to tell me?”

      He didn’t give me an answer. None of them did. Instead, they looked at one another with panic in their eyes. Some time or another, this was going to have to come out. And as far as I was concerned, it had to be now.
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      Those fucking cameras. Of course they belonged to her, we should have known. Seth did predict as much and we didn’t really worry too much about it, but now with the evidence in front of our faces, we couldn’t push it away any longer. As her eyes darted towards Ramon, I knew that this smart woman wasn’t going to be fooled by stupidity.

      I wasn’t sure if she would follow through on her threat to get the crazy ass environmental media out here, but we really couldn’t risk it. That high level of interest in us couldn’t end well.

      “Okay, Tara.” As the leader, it was up to me to sort this. “We can talk.”

      She breathed out a sigh of relief. “Okay then, I’m glad to hear it. Let’s talk.”

      “But I want to see all of the footage you captured first. All of it.” I needed to know just how serious this was. “After I have seen what you have, then I will talk to you.”

      Tara folded her arms across her chest, defiantly. “Why won’t you talk without seeing it? That’s my personal footage. I don’t see why I should show you anything.”

      “You want something from me, I want something from you. That’s how it works.”

      There was a strange fizzing sensation in the pit of my stomach as I struggled through this stand-off with Tara. She wasn’t about to make it easy for me, which only made my attraction to her more intense. I didn’t want to feel this way, I would have done anything to push it away, but that just made it burn through me with an even fiercer flame.

      I hoped that the other guys couldn’t see it. I wouldn’t be able to stand the ribbing. But as I looked into Tara’s eyes and I saw that steely determination there, the rest of the room simply melted away until it was only me and her. There was a glimmer of thought that maybe I should just reach across and grab her. See how she reacted. I could imagine her kissing me hard, wrapping her arms around me and allowing her passion to shine through. Her tongue in my mouth, my hands all over her body, her lips and teeth all over me… God, it was a hot fantasy.

      The idea created a storm brewing in the pit of my stomach. It was challenging to focus on anything other than the curve of her lips, the shape of her hips, her pert breasts…

      “Fine,” she eventually sighed. “I will go and gather what I have. Bring it here.”

      My eyes flickered over the bar. I didn’t know everyone here and I sure as shit didn’t want everyone to hear what we were discussing. This conversation needed to be private.

      “No. Don’t bring anything here,” I snapped, angrily. “We can’t talk here.”

      “So, where the hell do you want to talk then?” She shrugged helplessly, looking around at all of us in turn. “Everything is in my room. I don’t think that we can all fit…”

      “We’ll try.” I rose to my feet and indicated for the others to do the same, which they did but with much less gusto. “We’ll make it work, somehow.”

      Before I could move out from my seat, Tara shocked me by pressing her palm to my chest. Her strength wasn’t the thing that prevented me from going anywhere, it was the electricity that bolted through me. I could tell from the way that her eyebrows nearly popped out of her head that she felt it too, but she remained brave and kept her hand there.

      “If you come to my room then I want you to take me to the jungle at night. I know you don’t want me to go because of danger or whatever… but I already know that you went there so I want you to take me too. I will find these creatures, with or without you. There is much more activity at night from these nocturnal beasts and I want to see it in the flesh.”

      I couldn’t resist smirking at her. I wasn’t sure if she sensed it but the words ‘in the flesh’ just made me think of her naked, showing me every damn sexy inch of her. “But that means you want two things from me. For me to talk to you, and to take you to the jungle.”

      “Right, and I’m taking four strapping muscular guys to my bedroom and trusting them…”

      “Yes, I guess that’s fair enough.” Just because I knew for sure that we wouldn’t do anything wrong, it didn’t mean she did. I had to give her whatever she wanted to make sure that nothing was done in public. I would just have to work out a way around this. “Okay, then. It’s a deal.”

      I held out my hand and she shook it, keeping her eyes fixed on mine the entire time. As we shook, there was no denying the intense chemistry flowing between us. It was palpable. Practically filling the entire room. There was no shying away from it now, everyone could see it. Surely.

      “Right, okay.” She nodded for a moment too long. “Come on, then. Let’s go.”

      I could feel the eyes of the rest of my pack upon me. They were probably wondering what the fuck I was playing at. To be honest, I felt like that myself, but this was something that we needed to do. As far as I was aware, no one had ever gotten so close to seeing us before as panthers and working out the truth, and we needed to do something about it. If we let Tara go without understanding what information she had and what she intended to do with it, then we were fucked.

      I couldn’t have Jakar and Javier kicking my ass over this one. It wouldn’t work. They were depending on me to protect everyone including their packs and their families. This was important.

      We all remained behind Tara as she took us to her room and as we finally reached where she was staying, I could immediately see her issue. This was a tiny room and we were massive. It was going to be incredibly difficult to make this work, but we needed to try.

      “Come on,” I hissed at Tony behind me. “We all need to get in. We all need to see this.”

      We basically filled up the room. I wasn’t even sure that Seth could see over Ramon’s shoulder to witness everything coming to life on Tara’s laptop screen, but it was the best that we could manage. Instead of worrying about everything at once, I decided to just focus my needy eyes forward as Tara clicked rapidly through the pictures.

      Fucking hell. My heart sunk. This was bad, really bad. She had everything, all the angles of the jungle. It wasn’t just the one camera that we noticed, there were a few of them. Tara really had it all. I even winced a couple of times as I saw the fight with the jaguars. That was terrible. There were some stupid mistakes made by all of us. No wonder I got injured.

      “There’s this one.” Tara pointed at the screen. “Look at this. The jaguar swipes the panther…”

      She showed me the place on the panther’s throat where there would inevitably be an injury… the exact same spot where I was sporting a brand new scar right now. I should have just ignored it, but seeing the accident happen, my fingers automatically traveled to the spiteful pinch and of course, Tara watched the whole thing. If she didn’t know before, she did now.

      “It erm… seems strange…” She tried to speak through her obvious shock but it clearly wasn’t easy for her. “That the big cats are so territorial. It doesn’t seem like normal behavior to me.”

      “No?” I raised just one eyebrow. “Because it seems like it would be normal to me. That sort of thing happens in the animal kingdom all the time. The fight for territory. For survival.”

      She gasped, loudly. I had said too much, now she was going to start worrying about us.

      “Anyway,” I said, hurriedly. “Show me the rest of what you have.”

      It took her a couple of moments, but she finally did what I asked. Much as I kept my eyes on the screen, I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing on edge every single time she looked at me. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to see what was going on in her head. She was figuring things out slowly and trying not to ask how much danger our lives were in.

      “This is what I want to talk to you about,” she eventually rasped out. “This, right here. The four of you about to head into the jungle. Because I see you here going in, but not coming out.”

      “We… came out a different way, that’s all.”

      “I could work that much out. But what I don’t get is why you aren’t picked up on any of my cameras. No stills, no video, no nothing. What happened to you as soon as you walked in between the trees? People don’t just vanish into thin air, you know.”

      I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t quite sure how I wanted to answer this just yet. I needed to gather my thoughts up, to get them in order, to work out how we can get out of this. There had to be a way that I could fool Tara. Smart as she was. Our secret had been kept for generations, probably from much smarter people than her. I couldn’t be the one to fuck it up.

      “Because…” She continued, knowing exactly what my silence meant. “The next time anything is seen, it’s four panthers. Including the albino one. The ones from the fight.”

      She looked at Ramon who immediately averted his eyes. It was pointless for him to try and hide his white hair and red eyes now. Tara had already seen them. She fucking knew, she had it all worked out. There were no words I could use to calm this situation down, to change her mind about what was going on. All we could really do now was try to get her on our side.

      “Tara…” I started, but she had already decided that I wasn’t going to give her what she wanted.

      “Don’t try and palm me off with any bullshit. Don’t. Just stop it. Everyone keeps trying to keep me away from everything. No one will give me any information, which just pisses me off. I’m not some little girl who needs to be kept away from anything. I should be the one to make that decision for myself. Whatever it is, I can handle it. It isn’t an issue for me. You must have seen something because you were there. Or heard something. Maybe you heard something. Or perhaps you just know. Either way, you should just tell me already before I lose my mind.”

      As she broke off panting, and stared desperately at me, I nodded like it was her rant that changed my mind rather than making it up before. I didn’t want to embarrass her or make her feel like she’d wasted words. Also, it gave me a couple of moments to work out how to start.

      “You’re right.” That seemed as good a place as any to start. “We do know something.”

      Immediately, sensing what was about to happen, Seth moved towards the door to guard it. If I was going to share this information with Tara, then we needed to ensure that no one else overheard. The wrong ears could lead to even more issues than we were already facing.

      “What… erm, what do you know?” Tara replied, the color draining from her face.

      “We know about the panthers because… well, like you already suspect, we are the panthers.”

      “You are?” Her hands clutched to her chest. I got the impression that she wanted to pace the room, but she couldn’t because we filled the damn place up. “So, Adriana was right.”

      “Is Adriana the cat museum lady?” Tony piped up. “Because she thinks that she knows more than she does. I’ve been to see her exhibit and it isn’t all correct…”

      “But you are shape shifters, aren’t you?” She asked him. “You are the panthers, you just said. But right now, you’re looking at me as a human. So, she must be right about that.”

      “Right.” Tony’s head hung low. “Yes, she was right about that.”

      “And you.” This time, Tara pointed to Ramon. “You’re the albino panther.”

      He nodded, shyly. It seemed like his different coloring actually bothered him here. “Yes, I am.”

      “I see. Wow, this is… this really is the find of a lifetime.”

      Shit. This was bad. This would be the find of a lifetime for her or any human. If someone could prove our existence, then we would be in serious trouble. The whole world would come to see us. They would hunt and kill us. Dissect us for science to see what was going on inside of our bodies, what made us different.

      “We are already nearly extinct,” Tony spit out, clearly thinking along the same lines as me. “It’s a struggle enough for us to reproduce, don’t make it worse for us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I needed to take over this conversation before Tony made a real mess of it. “Yes, our numbers are dwindling, and they have been for a long time, ever since humans forced us into hiding. Letting humans know about us is dangerous, which is why I needed to see what you have of us.”

      “Of course. But… there are more of you, right?”

      “There are,” I confirmed. “Which is why the presence of the jaguars is an issue for us. They don’t like the way that we live our lives. They basically want us to bow down to them and become part of their much bigger pack.”

      “That wouldn’t be good for you?” She asked, warily. “That’s why you fight?”

      “Exactly. We need to keep them away from Panthera and the rest of us.”

      “What… what’s Panthera?”

      Shit, again I had said too much. Why couldn’t I stop myself when I was around Tara? Why did she loosen up my tongue in a way that no one had ever done before? I could tell from the terrified look that Seth was giving me that he didn’t agree with me saying any of this.

      But it was too late. Tara knew. There was no climbing out of the rabbit hole now. We were all in too deep.

      “It’s our hidden underground city where we all live our lives without persecution,” I told her. “And that’s where we want to remain. But before we can be sure that we will be left in peace, we need to get rid of the jaguar threat.”

      “Why is there a jaguar threat though? Has this always been the way?”

      “No, it’s more of a recent thing. More to do with reproduction. Like Tony said, we haven’t been finding it easy. There aren’t many of us left. They want to reproduce with us.”

      “Wouldn’t that be the answer though? To help keep your race going?”

      “No!” My anger wasn’t really directed at Tara, this wasn’t her fault, nor did she know, but it made me crazy angry. “No way. The jaguars treat the panthers like we are a genetic anomaly, a blip on their otherwise perfect record. If we mate with them, they will be doing us a favor and will expect us to bow down and be treated like scum. I don’t want any of us to go through that persecution, or any of our children. I want to remain in Panthera.”

      I could almost see the cogs ticking in Tara’s brain as she mentally tried to fix our issue for us. Not that she could. That was something we needed to do alone, and right now we basically had things under control. There wasn’t anything specific for us to worry about. The jaguars were being kept at bay… but this was nice for me to see. She already cared a little about us.

      If she cared enough, then she would keep our secret for us. She wouldn’t want our race to be wiped out by the jaguars or the humans.

      “I want to go to Panthera,” she suddenly blurted out, shocking all of us. “Take me there. I want to see it for myself.”

      Uh oh, that wasn’t what I was expecting. This was a problem.
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      My mind spun with all this new information. It was too much for me to handle. I had my suspicions about the shape shifters, but it was never truly real in my mind. How could it be when it was a supernatural, paranormal phenomenon that was more out of a dream than in reality?

      Only, it was reality. There was no way that Jabari and the others would lie to me about this. They just wouldn’t, it’d be crazy. They knew how much money I could make from this if I really wanted to. I would only have to sell one picture, one story to the right person and my life would be set. Theirs would be a mess, but that didn’t have to concern me at all. Not many people would put the needs of these beasts who were already going extinct before their own… these guys were just lucky that it was me who found them.

      “Yes, I want to see it,” I reiterated, just in case they didn’t get it. “I want to see all of it. I mean, I am a felinologist, after all. Maybe I will have some suggestions about reproduction that doesn’t involve the jaguars if that really isn’t what you want to do.”

      Jabari looked at Ramon, then Tony, before he said the next words which truly shocked me to the core. “We do have some ideas of our own, you know. They involve human women.”

      Humans? All of a sudden, everything around me stilled. I wasn’t quite sure how I was supposed to process this information. Human women were in Panthera, carrying their children? Was I understanding this right? How did that even work?

      “You have a lot of questions.” Jabari nodded, acceptingly. “Ask away, and I will answer.”

      “Honestly?” I demanded. “I want to know the truth about everything.”

      His answer now would determine whether or not this conversation could continue. If he was sketchy now and I couldn’t be sure that I would get anything useful from him, then I would get rid of all four men. Cut ties with them and continue on my own way.

      “I will answer you as truthfully as I can.”

      “Right, okay.” Where do I even begin? “So, you have been mating with human women?”

      “Yes, we have. And it has been successful.”

      “So… you have created… what exactly? Hybrids?” He nodded. “Half human, half panther?”

      “Yes, but the panther gene is the strong one. They are all shape shifters.”

      The idea boggled my mind. I gripped on to my forehead as I tried to drink it all in. “I see, so you have actually overcome the reproduction issues that you have been facing?”

      “As I’m sure you can imagine, it isn’t the easiest task while also keeping our presence a secret. We need to find women willing to give up their human lives to be with us.”

      “So, if they enter Panthera, they can’t leave?”

      “No, it isn’t like that at all. It isn’t a prison. But they can’t share their lives. That would put everyone at risk including their children. Luckily, that hasn’t been a problem for them.”

      I leaned back on my bed and wondered what sort of woman would be willing to do that. Someone without anything to go back to. Without people who would miss them so much that they got the cops involved. I mean, if I really thought about it, that was me, wasn’t it? Yes, I had Maz and Darla, but we only kept in touch via messaging anyway. That wouldn’t have to change. This reunion was never really going to happen. My parents lived their own lives, they weren’t missing me. They had been off doing their own thing and leaving me to mine for as long as I could remember. I was around the world on my own all the time anyway, having my adventures, journeying like a nomad, meeting random people as I went, having brief friendships but nothing solid. No one would massively miss me if I decided to stay in Brazil…

      Not that I was really thinking about it, of course. Only as a passing fancy. I wouldn’t really give up my life to spend time in Panthera forever. I just wanted to see it briefly, to know what it was all about. I was also interested in meeting the human women who had made that bold step.

      “Right, I see. So, they live in the underground city of yours?” I needed to keep on with the questions. This could be the only time I would get a chance to really know.

      “They do, yes, but it isn’t some dingy place. It’s actually very wonderful. It isn’t dark and frightening, hidden away from the world. It’s more like another plane of existence. A place of its own with all the best qualities you could want from life. My cousin, Javier, runs the whole city and I have to admit that he has done an absolutely amazing job of it.”

      I couldn’t imagine someone leading Jabari. He was a born alpha male, it simply poured out of his veins. But his cousin had to be an even more powerful man.

      “Well, that just makes me want to see it more.” I smiled, thinly. “You have to show me.” Jabari didn’t say anything, so I kept on with the questions instead. “So, you have your city, your privacy, your human women… your main problem is really the jaguars.”

      “At the moment, yes. We don’t want them to overtake our race.”

      “I see.” This was so exciting; I still couldn’t work out which bit I liked about it best. The fact that the world was more open and thrilling than I ever could have thought. “So, you’re only in Brazil? There aren’t panther shifters all over the world?”

      “Why? Are you planning on going on a panther hunt?” Jabari laughed. “No, you will find a lot of jaguars. They are everywhere. But panthers… we are it.”

      “That’s sad, isn’t it?” My lips turned down into a frown. “I don’t like that. Not that I know much about you guys, but you seem awesome. Like your race shouldn’t diminish.”

      “Why, thank you.” Jabari chuckled. “Obviously, we feel that way too. That’s why these pictures and this footage you have is admittedly a bit of an issue for us. If it got out and people discovered our existence, there would be a serious problem. We could end up dying out.”

      I gripped on to my laptop so hard my knuckles turned white. I wasn’t ready to hand over everything that I had found just yet. Even for a glimpse of Panthera. I needed to think about it for a while, to make sure that I made the right choice for me. Much as I wanted to help these men, I also didn’t want to end up with nothing.

      “You will have to give us this footage if you want to see our home,” Jabari continued. “My cousin won’t allow it. He doesn’t want any humans to ever have a chance of finding out about us. Aside from the ones that we choose, of course.”

      “I… I…” I just didn’t know how to answer this just yet.

      “We need it,” Jabari continued, his tone more one of someone begging this time around. “We have too much at stake. I would have thought that you’d understand that.”

      “I do, it isn’t that, it’s just…”

      Fuck, he was slipping away from me like grains of sand between my fingers. I wanted to reach out and cling to him, to never let him go, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t hold on to my laptop and him at the same time. I needed to choose.

      “It’s okay, I understand.” He held up his hands in a surrendering gesture. “I know this isn’t the easiest thing to agree to, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist. I don’t know you well enough to just take you to the jungle, to take you all the way to Panthera. I can’t do it without the reassurance that you are going to be on our side.”

      “I am on your side…”

      His eyes darted towards my laptop; his meaning clear. Much as he wanted to trust me, he couldn’t. Not if I was going to hold on to the information. Even for myself.

      “I will give you some time to think about it.” He nodded towards the other guys. “We have taken up enough of your time and space today, anyway.”

      “Wait!” I cried out panicked as I grabbed on to Jabari’s arm. “What do you mean more time? When will I see you again?”

      “How about you come over to our place tomorrow night for dinner. We have much more space than you do, and we can talk properly then. Will that be enough time for you?”

      I nodded numbly, the whole idea of that a little overwhelming for me. “Sure.”

      “Great, so we shall meet you outside here tomorrow night then. Oh, and don’t go in the jungle,” he warned. “I’m being serious when I tell you that it’s dangerous. Those jaguars don’t care who they hurt to get to us. If they have even an inkling that you know us…”

      “How would they know that I know you? Do they spend a lot of time in the town?”

      “Smell.” He tapped his nose. “They have amazing noses and they might be able to smell us on you. Even if we have only been around you. It’s a risk that I don’t want to take.”

      Instantly, I sniffed myself much to Jabari’s amusement, but of course, I couldn’t smell anything. I didn’t have the beastly ability to sniff very far. For the first time ever, I felt inferior to be human. Usually, I assumed that humans were all powerful, able to destroy anything which was a power that they took too literally too many times, but these men had made me see things differently.

      I nodded. He didn’t finish that thought but he didn’t have to. I got what he meant. I would have my head torn off my shoulders. I had seen the damage done to Jabari’s neck and he actually stood a chance of fighting them. It was so much better for me to ignore my impatience and wait.

      “Okay, I won’t go into the jungle without you. I promise.”

      “Good.” He nodded and smiled at me. “Until tomorrow, then.”

      I said goodbye to all of them with a weird set of emotions zig zagging through me. I wasn’t quite ready to give up the information I had just yet, but I didn’t want them to go either. I guess I had no choice in the matter. I would have to wait until tomorrow to talk. I hoped that by then I would have my answer ready. I really wanted to make the right one. My head and heart were arguing. My stomach and chest too. No part of me knew what was for the best.

      They all walked out of my room, making it feel so much bigger, yet a lot smaller at the same time as well. Their presence was so massive, bigger than their huge frames, yet with only the four walls surrounding me it was all empty and cold. I missed them already.

      “What the hell am I going to do?” I muttered to myself as the door closed behind them. “This is insane. Panthers. Jaguars. Shape shifters. All the things that shouldn’t be possible, are.”

      I slipped back on to my bed and dropped the laptop beside me. All of a sudden, it wasn’t quite so important anymore. The images were very exciting, especially now that I knew more about what they represented, but not as thrilling as the men themselves. There was something so special about Jabari, Tony, Ramon, and even Seth although he hadn’t spoken to me yet. Perhaps he wouldn’t ever want to say a damn word to me. If everything that they had told me was the truth, then they had every reason not to trust humans. I wasn’t an exception to that rule, not to them. They didn’t know me. Just because I knew that I was trustworthy, they didn’t.

      I lay down on the bed, my mind still darting all over the place. I honestly wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to sleep at all tonight with all the excitement to come my way tomorrow. If I thought that today was a full-on day with the images and eventually learning the truth, then tomorrow was going to be something else. Tomorrow, I would decide how deep I wanted to delve in to this. If I wanted to discover the truth for myself, or gain cash from it.

      Urgh, it sounded so ugly to think of it that way, but to be fair those were the bare bones.

      “Jabari,” I muttered under my breath, my heart racing as I thought of him. “Jabari, the sex God. The alpha male with a chiseled jawline and fucking kissable lips.”

      Shit, I liked him. I felt a real strong attraction to him. He was hot as hell. The sort of man that I just wanted to have a wild and passionate night with. I just knew that he would be able to work my body well, to show me new positions that I hadn’t even thought of before. It would be an eye opening experience that I would never forget. Nevermind that he was a panther shifter! I wondered if that would factor into the bedroom. If it would make a difference at all.

      “Then Tony… Mmmm. His charm. His lovely Italian charm.”

      I squeezed my thighs together, trying to keep my control my desire. The more that Tony spoke to me, no matter what he was saying, I liked him. He just had an allure that I couldn’t resist. I wasn’t sure if it was his playboy aura or just his sweetness, but I liked him too. He had something about him that intrigued me in the most intense way possible.

      “What is wrong with me?” I turned on to my side. “I’m the animal here.”

      Ramon. Oh, gorgeous, serious Ramon, the albino panther. I seriously wanted to touch him all over. To feel what he had under that shirt of his. He was a mysterious enigma, and I liked that. I had always been attracted to guys like that before, although not with white hair, admittedly. The ones who looked like they had a secret. Although the secret was usually something stupid like a wife or a drug habit. With Ramon, it wasn’t that at all. He was so much better. His secret was his shifting abilities, but even knowing what his secret was didn’t make him any less exciting.

      “And Seth.” I glanced towards the door where he had spent most of his time standing. “Silent Seth. What about him? He might hate me but… I don’t know. There is something about him too.”

      His eyes, his face, his stance… everything about him intrigued me too and left me a mess. I didn’t really know anything about him to be particularly attracted to, but I felt it anyway. That pull. The need to hold him, to feel him pressed up against me, to know what his lips felt like…

      Sure, I had always been wild and free spirited. I had always believed in love in whatever form it came, but for me to be attracted to four guys at the same time, even if it was in different ways due to their various qualities, wasn’t like me at all. And it wasn’t just four guys, it was friends, they were in a pack together. A shape shifter panther pack. I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around that. The fact that all of this was really happening.

      Could I really give up the chance to find out more just for a few quid? Did I really want to be rich that badly or did I want to learn about the world? I wasn’t even sure why I hesitated, really. I knew what the right thing to do was. I would go to Panthera and learn everything that there was to know. I would give up the images without any worry at the dinner tomorrow. I would apologize to Jabari and the others for even having to think about it. Then I would have my eyes opened and my life changed for the better. All the adventures that I had been on during the time that I was traveling, would be nothing compared to what was to come.
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      Walking away from Tara didn’t feel right. It actually left a painful hole in my chest. Did I really like her so much that I couldn’t stand to be away from her? I barely even knew the woman. What the hell was going on with me? I was never this person before.

      “There’s something weird in the air,” Tony hissed to me. “I don’t like this one bit.”

      “Oh, thank God. He could feel it too. That meant I wasn’t losing my damn mind. “You think we need to keep watch over Tara in case the jaguars come over? There was one following her, wasn’t there? We don’t know if she has been left alone. They may still be around somewhere.”

      “I don’t know. Probably. If she has been talking about these images to everyone then she could potentially put herself in danger. It might just be the best idea for someone to watch over…”

      “You do it,” I snapped, instantly. “Don’t let her know, I don’t want Tara to panic, but you watch over her. Someone needs to make sure that she doesn’t come to any danger. Especially, when she still has all those pictures with her. We can’t risk anyone seeing them. If Tara has worked it out, then everyone could, couldn’t they? We need to make sure that everything is safe.”

      “Of course.” Tony nodded and agreed with me. “You are right. I will keep Tara safe.”

      He stepped backwards and headed towards the room that Tara was staying in. A pang of jealousy tugged in my chest, almost as if I wanted it to be me who went back there to watch over her. But it couldn’t be me. My guys needed me to lead them. If the jaguars attacked again, they would need me there to make sure that no one got killed. That was more important.

      “What do we do?” Ramon asked me. “Stay here too, make sure that no one comes after Tara, or should we head into the jungle to check that Panthera is okay?”

      Decisions like these were exactly what made it hard to be the leader because the wrong one made could result in catastrophic mistakes. It took special people to take on the alpha role. People like my cousins, Javier and Jakar, and me as well.

      “We will patrol all of it. Yes, Ramon, before you say anything, I know that means it’s going to be a long night, but it’s necessary, isn’t it? We need to keep everyone safe.”

      Ramon parted his lips as if he was going to say something, but he seemed to think better of it at the last moment. Instead, he nodded sharply and put his head down. Seth, of course, didn’t have any argument either, which meant it was time to position ourselves perfectly. In the jungle, and in the city. We needed to make sure that we were everywhere.

      We moved towards the jungle to shift. The only threat there at this time of night would be Tara and her damn cameras. But there was no guarantee that she had them on now. Maybe now that she had everything she wanted from them, she wouldn’t bother again. Certainly nothing flashed at us, which was a good sign. The less physical documentation of our existence the better.

      Then, it was time to keep watch. We stalked tirelessly through the city, ensuring that we weren’t seen by anyone, and we moved through the jungle as well, checking that there wasn’t a sight or smell of a jaguar near Panthera. There wasn’t, which only left me even more worried. They were always hanging around here, trying to make themselves known, so why would they stop now? The only thing that could possibly distract them from the underground city was another target. A woman that they wanted to claim as their own or kill for some strange reason. No one liked to kill humans, because it drew too much attention to our race if lots of humans ended up dead.

      Why would they want Tara so much? If I was reading this right. What on Earth could they possibly want from her? Unless it was just to stop us from picking another human to mate and breed with. They didn’t like it; we already knew that. But would they go this far?

      I gave Ramon and Tony a knowing look and they bowed their heads in agreement. There wasn’t much point in wasting our time hanging around here if the jaguars were in the city. Tony was tough and strong, I wouldn’t have left him with Tara if I didn’t believe in him, but if there were lots of them, he might act irrationally and then there was no telling what would happen. He had been known to do wild things, so maybe leaving him wasn’t my best choice after all. I wasn’t actually sure what I was thinking doing that. It was just an instinctive thing to leave Tony behind.

      My heart raced faster; my whole body shook. Panic was starting to rise inside of me, and I knew the other guys felt that. We needed to leave this place, immediately.

      Thank fuck we had our speed to get us back quickly. Otherwise, I risked anxiety getting the better of me. I never cared about anyone quite like I did Tara. Her staying alive was the most important thing in the world to me right now. I needed to get there before anything went down. My paws hit the ground so hard that if I had been running on my feet, it would have really hurt. The desperation to get back would over shadow the pain though, I just knew it.

      What are you doing? I asked myself, needing to get in touch with my rationality. What is it about Tara? Why am I so struck by her? Why does it bother me so much?

      There were no answers, only more questions. Or no questions that I was willing to answer to myself anyway. Not at the moment. I would just have to figure that out as soon as possible before it swallowed me up whole. These feelings were going to end up problematic if I didn’t sort them out before she left Brazil. I didn’t want to end up with a whole load of ‘what if’s.’

      But how could I cure these ‘what ifs’ and get rid of the distraction without actually taking a stance and kissing her? I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. I had no idea where it would lead. I knew where I would like it to lead, but that was beside the point…

      All of a sudden, Ramon whizzed passed me at the speed of light. I had been so distracted thinking about Tara that I clearly didn’t see whatever had caught his attention. Not until he jumped on the jaguar that was trying to sneak into the city. He jumped and started fighting, using his razor sharp teeth to attack like crazy. Seth leapt in next leaving me shamefully the last one to get involved. By the time I was on top of the jaguar with my own threat, he was already retreating, knowing that he didn’t have a chance against three of us. My input was useless, which was God damn embarrassing since I was the alpha of this pack. I was supposed to be the one leading the charge, not dawdling along and thinking about Tara. Little Miss Purple.

      They were getting bolder, they feared us less and didn’t seem to give a shit at all. That was the most terrifying thing of all. Maybe they were trying to sneak into the city alone to spread out and give them more of a chance of at least one of them getting in, or perhaps they just knew that one way or another they would eventually make it. They were cocky fuckers who were certain that they were going to end up with the panthers bowing down to them, giving them everything.

      Just because there was more of them and less of us, didn’t mean we were weaker. They should have seen that already since we hadn’t backed down no matter what they did to us.

      I chased after the jaguar as he raced off, wanting to follow him with the threat for as long as possible. I needed this one asshole to know that he couldn’t just come in to my area and do whatever the fuck he wants. Somehow, we needed to make them see once and for all that this was an area that they needed to let go of. An idea they needed to dismiss. We absolutely had to go back to the place where they minded their own business and allowed us to get on with ours.

      Fucker. I growled loudly as I finally let him tear off. You absolute fucking fucker.

      The rage continued to circle through me as I got back to the other guys. It was a shock to see Ramon and Seth in their human form discussing something very intensely between themselves.

      “What’s going on?” I barked after shifting myself. “Have I missed something?”

      “No, nothing. We were just saying that it might be for the best if one of us goes back to Panthera to tell Jakar and Javier what’s going on. They deserve to know, don’t they? That the jaguars are getting so much braver and bolder. I don’t think it’s fair…”

      “Yes, Ramon,” I agreed with him. We could handle it alone, but we needed to inform them. “You go. Seth and I will keep patrol of the city for now. See if we can find anyone else.”

      Ramon nodded sharply before bursting back into a panther and racing off. Once he was fully out of sight, we did the same, instead tearing around the city, fighting off exhaustion as we tried to stop any potential jaguars from getting in. Much to my surprise, we didn’t come across any. Considering how it had started out, the night was a surprisingly peaceful one. I hoped that was because of my threat and not because Seth and I were far too tired to do our best work.

      Eventually, after what felt like a lifetime, the dawn light began to break through the clouds, which meant we couldn’t remain in our panther forms any longer. Not if we didn’t want to be seen, so we shifted back. But we couldn’t return to our townhouse immediately, no matter how ready for a God damn good night of sleep we were.

      “Is Ramon not back yet?” Seth asked me. “That seems weird, doesn’t it?”

      “I’m sure he’s just being grilled by the cousins. You know what they are like.” I rolled my eyes, acting blasé so as not to worry him. “They are even worse now that they have mated and got children. Obsessed with knowing every tiny detail about everything.”

      “Hmm, yeah, I suppose so.” He nodded, slowly. “And Tony. He must still be with Tara.”

      Even the mention of her name made my heart skip a beat. It was absolutely wild. I already couldn’t wait to go and see her. To check if she had made a decision about her information yet.

      “Right, let’s go and see him. Check if everything is alright on that end.” I gulped a thick ball of odd emotion that lodged in my throat. “Check that Tony hasn’t fucked up somehow.”

      It was hard to walk at a much slower pace. The panther speed was so much more my pace, but I didn’t have any choice. I wasn’t sure what it was, there was some gut instinct telling me that everything wasn’t quite right. It was either my weird obsession with Tara or there was a horrible truth to it. I was absolutely freaking terrified that either Tony or Tara were hurt.

      The sensation only got worse as I crept up the wall towards Tara’s room. There was definitely something off, I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Seth wasn’t in sight, I guess I’d left him behind at some point, but that didn’t trouble me. I could face whatever I needed to alone…

      Oh my God. The scent of jaguar filled the room. There had definitely been one in here at some point during the night. Weirdly, Tara was still in her bed, breathing soundly, untouched. They didn’t take her and that was strange. If they wanted her so bad, then why was she here…

      “Tony is at our house,” Seth whispered through the window. “And he isn’t alone.”

      Was he fucking joking? Tony seemed all concerned about Tara. I really thought that he cared about Tara. I stupidly trusted him with her life which was why I left Tony here… and he had decided to go home with some random woman instead. What sort of fuck up was that? Of all the terrible things that Tony had done, this was the worst. If there wasn’t the smell of jaguar in the room, then I would have torn off and ripped his stupid head off his neck.

      “Calm down,” Seth whispered once more, trying not to wake up Tara. “Nothing happened.”

      “No, but you can smell as well as I can that it could have. Someone was here.”

      Seth nodded, silently. “Yes, I know. But Tony wouldn’t have wanted anything to happen.”

      “No, but his wandering eye has got him in trouble before. I don’t know why he can’t stop.”

      “I will go. I’ll talk to him.” Seth rested his hand on my shoulder. “You stay here.”

      I was a little torn. I wanted to see Tony as well to let him know how fucking furious I was with him, but at the same time I did need to stay with Tara. I could only trust myself with her now.

      Seth left and I folded my arms across my chest while I watched her sleep. Each deep in-breath left her looking peaceful and angelic and all I wanted to do was scoop her up into my arms…

      “Huh?” She bolted upright in bed, glancing around wildly as if she was in the middle of a nightmare. As she rested her gaze upon me, she scooted backwards and pulled the duvet much tighter around herself. “What the fuck are you doing? Watching me sleep?”

      “I…” I shook my head. Shit, I didn’t think about how this would look. “A jaguar came in here last night and I was worried that you were in danger.”

      “Because of the pictures?” She gasped. “How did they find out about it?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what worries me. That’s why I had to watch over you.”

      She blinked a couple of times in silence, clearly trying to drink this in. I was sure that it would take a while for her to fully understand what was going on. I needed to reassure her.

      “If you want to be safe, it would be a good idea for you to come and stay with us four in the townhouse. We have space and that way one of us can always watch over you.”

      “You are the good guys, right?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “I can trust you? Because I don’t really know any of you that well and the last time you were here, you were trying to get my photos and video footage from me. What if the jaguar was trying to warn me against you guys?”

      I parted my lips, but I honestly didn’t have any argument to that. I knew that I was the good guy but how could I make Tara see that? There wasn’t any way…

      “You don’t have to give us the photos,” I suddenly blurted out. “I understand that you don’t want to and it’s fine. I would much rather you be safe.”

      She finally nodded, slowly. “Right, I see. So, I would stay at your place? In Panthera”

      “While we’re dealing with the jaguar threat, we have a house here.”

      “So, that’s where I would stay?”

      “For now.” I nodded. “Would that be okay?”

      “Yes, I think so. Oh… Seth is here?”

      I glanced behind me to see him. He had a guilty look on his face which I could only presume he hadn’t managed to get through to Tony at all. I suppose it was up to me to sort that asshole out. Now that I had sorted things out with Tara and I knew that she was going to be okay, I could relax some more.

      “Seth, you stay here now.” I nodded, sharply. “I need to speak to Tony. Keep Tara safe.”
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      “So…” I started as I finished folding up the few items of clothing that I had with me. “Seth?”

      “Yes,” he answered quietly, with his head hung low. He was yet to meet my eyes and I was starting to wonder if he ever would. Did he really dislike me so much?

      “Seth, right, I see. You are one of the panthers… obviously. So, erm… what’s that like?”

      He didn’t answer for a beat too long. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was something I wasn’t supposed to ask. I hadn’t been around this world for long enough to know what the faux pas were.

      “It’s… good.” His voice was so quiet I could hardly hear him.

      “Right, awesome.” I nodded slowly, while trying to busy myself just because this was so awkward. I found it so easy with the other guys, even Jabari who was totally intimidating, so what was different about this one? “See to me, the idea of being a shape shifter is amazing. Obviously, I didn’t even know that you guys existed until recently. But ever since I found out I can’t stop thinking about it. How incredible it must be. I know that I would love it. But I have always had an affinity with cats. Big ones, especially. I’ve always felt a close connection with them… almost like I am supposed to be half cat myself. Now, wouldn’t that be wild?”

      I trailed off as I realized that I was blabbering to fill the silence and Seth didn’t look too impressed. A heat crept up through my cheeks. Not only was this poor guy stuck with me when he really didn’t want to be, I was talking his ear off as well. I needed to stop.

      “Right, well I think I’m nearly packed to stay at your place now… that is okay, right?”

      “Yes,” he answered, instantly. Either that was a glimmer of hope or a snap of denial.

      “Great yes, because Jabari thinks that I will be safer there since jaguars have been in my room and he’s worried that they are coming to… well, I don’t know, attack me or something.” I shrugged. “Although if they were here already, they didn’t attack me, so they can’t be that interested… sorry, I’m doing it again, aren’t I? I will try and be quieter.”

      “Why?” Seth asked me curiously, as if he didn’t understand at all.

      “Well, because…” How do I tell him that he clearly didn’t like me without making it even weirder than it already was? Seth was making it even harder for me by actually looking at me now. “I don’t want to… you know… make things strange.”

      “Nothing is strange.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Have I done something?”

      “I er… I don’t know how to answer that,” I replied, honestly. “There’s a tension…”

      “A tension?” Now his eyes were fully upon me causing a shiver to race up and down my spine. “I don’t know what you mean by that. I… I… I didn’t…”

      His cheeks flamed red, he looked embarrassed now as he stumbled over his words. I almost felt bad for poor Seth. I should never have put him in this situation! I reached out and tried to rest my hand upon his, to let him know that I was here for him and I apologized, but as soon as my hand brushed against his he snatched it away like I had burned him.

      “Sorry,” I said to his wide shocked eyes. “I didn’t mean to…”

      “I just…” He rose to his feet and raked his anxious shaking fingers through his hair. “Sorry…”

      It was obvious that my touch had sent him over the edge and he didn’t know how to deal with his reaction to me. I couldn’t help but smile to myself at the idea. I liked him as well. I had since I first laid eyes on all of them. I had a strange attraction to every single one of the four panther shifters. I wanted to know what it was like to be with all of them. Did that make me insane? And would it be totally crazy to explore at least a little bit of that?

      “You don’t have to apologize.” I took a giant step towards him, closing the gap between us. “It doesn’t matter. I know what it’s like. Everything that’s happening here is strange, isn’t it?”

      He looked like he wanted to take a step back from me, but he didn’t. At least, not at first. By the time he found himself able to move, it was too late. His feet tangled up with mine and it wasn’t long before the floor was coming for both of us. I waved my arms around trying to stop it, but I couldn’t. It slammed against the both of us hard, and I yelled out in pain.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” He rubbed the side of my arm to heal it. “I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay, I just…”

      We were both panting desperately, trying to gasp for air, needing to stop feeling everything that was circling around us. It was too intense, crazily so, I wasn’t sure I could handle it.

      I wasn’t sure why, but a laugh fell out of my mouth at that moment. It was such an absurd situation. Seth and I wrapped around one another in a heap on the floor. As I lay on top of him, looking into Seth’s eyes, the attraction got stronger, so did the idea that I just wanted to kiss him already. He wanted it too, I could see it in his eyes, but a guy like Seth would never make the first move. He was too fearful of rejection to even try.

      So, with a cheeky glint shining in my eyes, I caved to temptation. I slipped my head forwards until my lips cascaded with his. Seth stiffened, he didn’t seem to know how to react, but only for a split second. The fact that there was such a powerful overwhelming sizzling chemistry between us probably had a lot to do with it. It probably over shadowed any rational thought.

      As the kiss deepened, his arms locked around me tight. He didn’t want me to go and I sure as hell had no intention of doing so. My tongue invaded his mouth, a small delicious moan flew from my throat. I realized how much I really wanted him. Like really wanted him. I needed him inside me, deep, giving me that wonderful satisfaction that only good sex could…

      Seth would be good in bed as well; I could just tell. He might have been the silent type, but he was part animal and that side of him was all I needed. He would drive me crazy for sure.

      My hands traveled lower down his body. I wasn’t afraid to be the one to take this to the next step. I slipped over his abs, groaning with bliss. I had felt the chest of ripped men before, but this was something else. It had to be a panther thing, a shape sifter thing, his body was phenomenal.

      I tilted my body to the side ever so slightly to travel lower, until I managed to graze over his steel rod, rock hard and crying out for me. A heat pooled between my legs and I was struggling to control myself, to stop from just taking him already because I craved him so damn badly.

      He had turned me into an addict, needing the next hit already.

      “Oh, Seth,” I whispered as I stroked him on the outside of his clothing. “You feel so good.”

      My head span, I was growing dizzier by the moment. I had to slide my eyes closed and loll my head to one side as his plump soft lips connected with my throat, hard. He kissed me all over, creating space dust bursting all over me. I wanted more, I wanted everything.

      “Tara,” he whispered softly, his words tickling me. “Tara, Tara.”

      My name was like a damn prayer on his lips. I loved it. I wanted him to keep saying it over and over again. I rolled my hips hard against him, grinding him, hoping to send him as crazy as I felt. It was still through the material, but I wrapped my hand around him, managing to hold him and brush against my clit every time I brushed against him. It was hot as hell.

      Now I just needed to get those clothes off his body before I lost my damn mind.

      “Seth, I want you,” I rasped out as his fingers sneakily brushed over my nipple. My body reacted accordingly by stiffening and basically begging for more. Seth taking this little bit of control, was everything. I hoped that once he was inside of me that would continue. In my head, he’d become all powerful. “Take me, Seth. I want you right here.”

      “Oh my God.” Just as I was about to strip him down, Seth bolted backwards, shoving me off him. As I curled in to myself, cold and alone, I spotted the sheer horror on his face.

      “Seth, what’s going on…?” I followed his eye line to see what he was looking at. “Oh.”

      Jabari and Tony stood in the window frame smirking at the pair of us rolling around in a heap on the floor. I was just about to strip him down and have sex with him! I completely forgot that they were going to come back eventually… not that it would have stopped me.

      “Hi.” I smirked, not at all embarrassed. If they were going to be mad about it, then they would have let me know by now. Clearly, it wasn’t an issue. “All sorted now?”

      Jabari chuckled at the way I fronted it out, not humiliated at all. He nodded and smiled at me. I was so busy grinning at him like an idiot that I barely noticed Seth whizzing past me until he had flown out the window leaving the rest of us behind.

      “What the…?” I gasped in shock.

      “He’s embarrassed.” Tony rolled his eyes. “He is humiliated at being caught.”

      “But we weren’t doing anything wrong, were we?”

      “No,” Jabari confirmed. “You weren’t. He’s just a little freaked out, that’s all.”

      “You going to get him?” Tony asked. “Or should I?”

      “I will go.” I didn’t miss the pointed look that Jabari gave him. “You can’t be trusted. You stay here. Stay here. I will grab Seth and bring him back in a moment.”

      Jabari kept looking back at me as he headed towards the window, almost like he didn’t want to go. Because I was still all hot and bothered from my little roll around with Seth which unfortunately hadn’t ended in the way that I wanted it too, Jabari’s eyes burned all the way into my soul making me shudder with even more desire. I wanted to kiss him now as well.

      What the hell is wrong with me? My brain screamed. Why can’t I control myself?

      “Poor old Seth,” Tony commented, sounding more like the other panthers than Italian now, strangely. “He’s so shy, and getting caught with you like that will finish him off.”

      I’d almost forgotten that I wasn’t in the room alone. I jumped as his voice raced through my ear drums. I was really going to have to stop fantasizing about these men and remember what the hell was going on here. There were jaguars after me, I was actually in danger here.

      “Hmm yes. And you’re stuck with me.” I let out a little sound that was far too strangled to pass as the laugh that it was supposed to be. “Must be some punishment. What did you do?”

      Some of the confidence that I had always seen on him rolled off his shoulders. “I was the one who was supposed to watch you last night. But I abandoned my post which was when the jag got in. It really pissed Jabari off, actually. I’m used to seeing him mad, but this was something else.”

      “Why do you think he was so angry?”

      “Well, I’m always getting yelled at for getting… erm, distracted.” This needed no further explanation. Tony was clearly a ladies’ man. “But when I left you, he lost his mind.” Tony smirked. “You know, I think that he might like you more than he’s willing to let on.”

      Those words were like a lightning bolt. All the feelings that I’d had for these men intensified tenfold. If they had noticed an attraction, then it wasn’t a one-sided thing, which meant something could happen… the only question was, did I want it to? If I allowed this to become more of a feelings’ thing than just a sexual thing, then I would have to really think about leaving everything behind. I would have to help progress the panther race…

      Hold on, I was getting a bit ahead of myself, wasn’t I? It was only a kiss with Seth and a comment that Jabari might like me. I didn’t have to wife myself off or anything!

      “But Jabari isn’t the only one, you know.” I turned to see Tony wiggling his eyebrows playfully at me. “I might have a little thing for you myself. Not that you’ll have noticed. All wrapped up in Seth like that. Honestly, anyone would think that you don’t care about hurting my feelings.”

      “Are you being serious?” I exploded, throwing my hands in the air in confusion.

      “Well, I am being serious that I like you, but not about being hurt.” He stepped closer to me and pinched my hip which again made me tremor with excitement. “You couldn’t do that.”

      “No, because you’re a playboy, right?” I asked. “One who doesn’t fall too deep?”

      “Ah, now that is a judgement that may or may not be the truth. I can’t confirm or deny.”

      Somehow, he managed to get right up in my personal space without me even noticing it happening. I had to assume that was a part of his smooth man act that got him all the women. I didn’t even mind that though, it was quite exhilarating to be this near to someone so sexually confident and experienced who wanted me. Even if I shouldn’t be thinking about yet another man so soon after kissing Seth, honestly, my head was all over the place.

      He has just been with someone too, I reminded myself. He’s a player. That’s what he does and it’s why Jabari fell out with him. There’s no need to judge yourself by a different standard…

      But then Tony grabbed the back of my head, tugging lightly at my hair and he kissed me hard, full of passion. It was a completely different experience to kissing Seth. He was more demanding, more commanding and much more confident.

      I grabbed the sides of his tee shirt and yanked him hard towards me, crashing his muscular frame against me. Admittedly, I didn’t have as good a feel of him as I had Seth, but I didn’t need that to know his body was just as fit and incredible. All four of the panthers were.

      I moaned, the sound vibrating in his throat as his tongue massaged mine. His hot rough tongue reminded me of his panther side and that set me alight, causing flames to lick all over my skin. I bounced off the floor as light as anything and wrapped my legs around his waist.

      Holy shit. I could feel his bulge pressing against my core and it was ginormous. So fucking appealing that I wanted to scream. Now I wanted him to be the one buried deep inside me, brushing against my most sensitive areas, driving me insane.

      “Fuck.” Another voice coming from behind us caused Tony to drop me. Frustration screamed through me. It seemed I didn’t stand a chance in hell of getting what I wanted today. “You’re here, Tony. Thank God, I couldn’t find anyone…”

      “What happened, Ramon?” I had to admit that even through my annoyance I was as concerned as Tony. Ramon looked like shit. Something had clearly gotten to him. “Did you make it to Panthera?”

      “I did, but on the way back I got jumped.” He coughed loudly and slid to the ground, clutching on to his blood stained top. “Jags got me. A bunch of them.”

      Tony shot me a panicked look and we both raced to Ramon’s side. I didn’t know how bad this was really, I didn’t know enough about the shape shifters, but he looked like hell which told me enough. This jaguar threat was getting scarier by the moment.
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      “Come on, Ramon,” I huffed as I tried to carry his heavy dead weight body through the door. “We’re back now. You can rest and recover. Then tell us what the hell happened to you out there.”

      It was pretty obvious that he’d been through the ringer which pissed me off. I shouldn’t have sent him out there alone. I was just so confident that the jaguars would be in the city that I didn’t even think. Which was stupid. I cursed myself like crazy.

      “I… I was attacked…” He gasped out, trying to tell me what happened. He’d been doing that all the way back. “They want… they want Tara…”

      I glanced backwards to see her eyes practically popping out of her head in shock. I shushed Ramon down not wanting to make this any worse before we had any information. If he was just going to pant out little bits here and there, then he would only make things worse.

      “Tony, you show Tara to her bedroom while we take care of Ramon.”

      I glanced behind once more just to see Tony grabbing Tara by the arm to drag her towards the stairs. Clearly, she didn’t want to go, and I couldn’t blame her. If I knew that a pack of fucking jags were coming for me then I wouldn’t be too happy as well, but Tony whispered something to her finally pulling her backwards, probably letting her know that it was for the best.

      “Right, Ramon.” As soon as Tara and Tony were out of sight, Ramon had laid back on the couch. “Tell me what happened, what’s going on? Try and do it step by step.”

      “Right, yes.” He blinked a couple of times as Seth laid a cold flannel over his head to cool him down, the pain was totally obvious as it blasted across his face. “So, I had just been to Panthera. I spoke to… to Jakar and Javier. They know what’s going on now. I…” He winced a couple of times. “I was on the way back when they jumped me. I don’t much… much remember it.”

      “It’s okay.” I gulped down a thick ball of emotion. “Don’t push yourself.”

      “This was a warning. I remember that much.” His fingers curled loosely around my arm. “They whispered that to me after they beat the shit out of me. A warning to get rid of Tara.”

      “Get rid? What the fuck do you mean get rid?” My blood ran ice cold. “Not…”

      My brain got swallowed up by a slew of terrible images. All I could think about was Tara being torn to shreds by a bunch of cats. Panthers or jaguars it didn’t matter, the idea tore me apart too. I couldn’t see Little Miss Purple being damaged. I liked her far too much for that.

      “Like make her leave Brazil. I presume.” Ramon’s horror-struck eyes caught mine. “You don’t think they mean we have to kill her, do you? I didn’t even consider that.”

      “I wouldn’t put anything past those fuckers. They’re ruthless.”

      “Fucking hell.” Ramon shook his head, sadly. “Well, it’s all linked to those pictures, of course. The evidence that she has of our existence. They are in the images too and the secret protecting our identity is more important than anything else. Tara is a threat because she knows.”

      I had promised Tara that we wouldn’t take away her evidence. I knew that was a stupid mistake which was now going to become even more problematic since lives were at risk. She was going to hate me if I made her give up her photographs after swearing I wouldn’t.

      “And what did you say to that?” I gulped, noisily. “How did it all end?”

      “I didn’t say anything. My mouth was filled with blood at the time. They just left me there.”

      “Sorry yes, of course you didn’t.” I clapped my hand to my forehead. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensitive. I’m just trying to figure out what we’re going to do.”

      “Are you thinking of sending Tara away then?” The idea seemed to hurt Ramon as much as it did me. I definitely wasn’t alone in my feelings for this woman, but that didn’t make it up to us.

      “I guess I will have to speak to Tara and see what she wants to do,” I replied, sadly. “She might want to get back to her life in America, we don’t know, do we? If it was upto me, I wouldn’t be cowed by threats. The jaguars don’t fucking scare me. But I can’t make decisions for other people.”

      “Hmm, true. I suppose we don’t know that much about her,” Ramon agreed. “But what about her photos? She doesn’t seem too keen to give them all up.”

      “No, she isn’t. But if she needs to, to stay alive, then she’s going to have to, isn’t she?”

      “She isn’t going to like it, Jabari. You know she isn’t.”

      I darted my eyes towards Seth who didn’t seem to have any answers either. Yep, it looked like I was going to have to be the bad guy which was the last thing I wanted. I had only seen a glimpse of Tara’s fiery side so far and it wasn’t a place I wanted to be in again.

      “Anyway, let’s not worry about it.” I decided because I was about to get all tied up in knots myself. “Let’s get you cleaned up, Ramon, so you can heal properly. Then we can worry about what we do next. It isn’t exactly our choice anyway.”

      Seth and I got to work helping to clean up Ramon’s wounds. I could tell from his face as the color began to return to it ever so slightly, that he was already starting to recover. Thank fuck. We were going to need all of us in top form if we were going to face off this damn threat. The need to get rid of these fucking jags was getting increasingly intense by the moment. I hated them for threatening the life that we had all built up over the last few centuries.

      “Are you feeling better now?” Tara asked as she descended slowly down the stairs. “You look better, Ramon. Already. That’s incredible. A panther thing, right?”

      He nodded and smiled at her. I could already see his face softening at the sight of her. He liked her so much, it was shifting the dynamic of everything between us.

      “So, what’s going on then?” She sat close beside Ramon, eyeing him curiously. “There was something linked to me, right? The jaguars came after you because of me.”

      Ramon looked to me for guidance, and I nodded. This was his story to tell and now that I knew more about it, I was confident that Tara could handle it. It was only fair to let her know anyway because she was the one being risked. She was the one who had a knife hanging over her head.

      “The jaguars know that you are the one who has photos of them. How they found out, I don’t know. I suppose in a place like this, rumors spread like crazy. They could have overheard somehow. Or maybe they saw it when they crept into your room…”

      “No, that can’t be right.” Tara shook her head hard. “Or they would have taken it, wouldn’t they? If that’s what they are after and it was right there. They can’t have seen it, surely?”

      “Maybe, yes. Okay, so obviously that isn’t the way,” Ramon agreed. “But they know anyway. They want you to give the evidence to us, or at least delete it. Then leave Brazil.”

      I sucked in a deep breath as I watched Tara’s face drop. She didn’t look impressed at all. I couldn’t tell if she was about to grab her bag and jump on the next plane out of here. I wouldn’t be able to blame her, but it would suck. Not just for me but for all of us. I had a strong feeling that morale would drop like crazy if we didn’t have her to fight for anymore.

      We’d been just fine before, fighting only for Panthera, but since Tara came along everything changed. Now, she seemed to be the center of everything for all of us.

      “Fuck them!” She suddenly yelled. “I’m not running away because of them. It isn’t right. They can’t push me away. Yeah, I might have found out about them, but that doesn’t mean they should threaten me. I want to be here. I want to stay to be a part of this.”

      She broke off panting, her eyes drinking all of us in as she waited for a reaction. This was good news, great in fact, all that we wanted, but we were so struck by her passion that it took us a couple of moments to really realize what she was saying to us.

      “You’re staying?” I beamed with joy. “That’s fucking great news, Tara. We are so happy.”

      “I won’t be too much of an issue for you? I just realized that I might be putting you in a shitty position by staying here. If it’s going to make it worse for you, then I will go…”

      “No, of course not.” I rested my hands gently on her shoulders. “Not at all. The fight is happening anyway. It isn’t going to get better or worse if you’re here. Plus, we want you to stay. You are a pleasure to have around. It’s great with you here. If you want to stay, then you should.”

      “Good. And er, what should I do about the photos? Should I delete them?”

      “I don’t know what to say to that,” I admitted. “I guess we shall leave that up to you?”

      “So, you aren’t going to force me to hand them over then? Even if that’s what you want too?”

      “I’m not going to force you to do anything.” I could feel the eyes of the other guys upon me. Maybe they didn’t think that it was the right decision, but it was all I could do. Maybe it could have been seen as me backing down from being the bad guy, but it just felt like the right thing to do. “You do whatever you think is right, Tara. It’s completely upto you.”

      She nodded, her face breaking into a grin. Relief rolled over her in waves. It actually caused a little laugh to flow out of my mouth. I didn’t think that I could find mirth in this situation. Everything was all kinds of fucked up around us, and Tara had me grinning. Honestly, it was like she was the one who had powers, and I was completely under her spell.

      “Well, if you’re staying then you probably want some food?” Tara nodded, excitedly. “Okay, I can sort that out for you. I’ll just see what we have in the kitchen. If not, I’ll head to the store.”

      I was already pretty sure that I didn’t have anything in. We weren’t really organized enough to have food in the house. We were definably more of a take-out group of people. We also spent a lot of time eating out at the bar which was how we’d managed to stumble across Tara in the first place.

      But I made a big show of heading into the kitchen anyway, just to look like we might.

      Everyone else took their seats and the conversation started in the other room. As I opened all the cupboards pointlessly, I could hear murmuring and laughter. Tara really did bring a new dynamic to the room; she was a ray of sunshine. She was awesome. Exactly what we needed. I couldn’t help myself; I started to imagine what it would be like if she never left Brazil. If she just stayed here forever. It was a lot to ask of anyone to basically put their other life behind them, to give everything over to the panther cause, but it would be incredible if she did…

      “Stop it, Tony!” I was snapped out of my day dream by Tara’s angry voice.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I raced back into the living room to play peace keeper.

      “What, Tara?” Tony shrugged. “I don’t think it matters if everyone knows that we shared a little kiss. It isn’t an issue, is it? What are you worried about? No one will judge you.”

      Her face flamed red and her arms folded across herself. I noticed her looking at Seth who was also incredibly humiliated by the whole situation. That was what she was upset about. Seth’s feelings, not her own. Why couldn’t Tony be a little more sensitive and recognize that?

      “I think that this is something we should all calmly discuss…” I tried.

      “Discuss?” Tara snapped, throwing her arms in the air in frustration. “We don’t need to talk about it, do we? It was a kiss. We aren’t in high school where everything needs to be discussed.”

      She stomped away and headed back up the stairs, towards her room which left me deflated. Why the fuck did Tony have to be such an insensitive prick, it annoyed me. But then I hadn’t exactly been sensitive myself. Of course, she didn’t want to discuss it that was obvious.

      “What did you say that for?” Tony snapped. “Now you have upset her.”

      “Me?” I practically yelled. “You’re the one who decided to run your mouth off. I just thought that it might be a good idea to talk about the way we mate to make her feel better. I’m not the one bragging about kissing her when you knew that it would make everyone uncomfortable.”

      Finally, Tony looked towards Seth and he started to realize what he’d done. Guilt crossed his face, and he nodded. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be an asshole.”

      A thick uncomfortable silence filled the room. Even Tony didn’t know what to say now, which was a first. He had pushed Tara away, upset Seth, and pissed me off. I couldn’t tell how Ramon felt about the whole thing. He had a stoic face on.

      “So, we need to decide how we’re going to tackle all of this,” I said, to break the silence. “What do you think? Ramon, what did Javier and Jakar say to you about it?”

      “They want us out here still, defending the city. They don’t want us to back down. Jakar said that he would bring his pack out here if we need them to help us with this.”

      “I don’t want to do that.” I shook my head. “Not when he has a new family.”

      Ramon smiled. “I told him you would say that. But you know what he’s like. If he’s worried, he will come out here. Basically, what we need to do is dampen the threat before they come out of Panthera. If they all come out here, then it’s going to become problematic in another way.”

      I could see what Ramon was talking about. If all the panthers flooded the city then it was going to become even harder to hide our identity. People would suspect, especially in a place where there was already a lot of mythology and lore. No, we needed to try and avoid that idea.

      “Okay, so we need to calm things down before Jakar does something crazy. He is known for his temper, isn’t he? And the last thing we need is that on our side.”

      The other guys nodded, agreeing with me. Now, we just needed to figure out how to go about it. But since it didn’t seem like anything was coming our way right now, I guess it was time to focus on the right now. And right now, we had all upset Tara.

      “Well, I’m going to head out to the store to get something for Tara to eat. We need to make it up to her. So, Ramon, since you’re the only one who hasn’t upset Tara, why don’t you go and talk to her while the rest of us sort something out?”

      Everyone nodded, which was a relief. Finally, we were on the same page about something. We all knew that helping Tara was the only thing that we had control over right now and it was necessary. Not because we were afraid of what she had with the pictures, but because we all liked her, and we wanted to make her stay here comfortable.

      Again, the thought of a possible future with this woman filled my mind, but I quickly pushed it away. I couldn’t get carried away with something that might not happen.
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      “What the fuck am I going to do?” I muttered to myself as I stared at my laptop, sitting on the bed, filled with secrets that it seemed people were willing to kill me for. “What a mess.”

      I didn’t want to give up my photos, and not because I wanted to sell them anymore, I wouldn’t do anything to risk the secrecy that the panthers needed to exist under, but because I wanted to keep them for myself. I didn’t ever want to forget this wonderful time. It had been the best of my life. I wanted these memories to stay with me forever… but was I willing to die for these images? Jabari might be okay with me keeping them, but the jaguars wanted me dead. They jumped Ramon and beat the shit out of him just because of me. I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.

      I needed to speak to the panthers again. I appreciated them giving me space, but I needed to be an adult about this. Not a sulky teenager who stomped up to her room in a mood.

      I rose to my feet and sucked in a couple of deep breaths before I stepped towards the door. I rolled my shoulders back and stood tall, being strong and powerful as I tackled the next terrifying conversation. I was going to have to discuss the photos, the jaguars, and what to do for the best. I was also going to have to discuss the kiss with Seth, with Tony, and my feelings for the other two.

      Fucking hell, that was going to be incredibly humiliating. How had I even ended up like this?

      That instant attraction, the bolt of lust that I felt right away when I saw these four men, hadn’t dissipated at all. It had only continued to grow and progress into something else. Something deeper. More. I couldn’t stop myself from falling head over heels.

      But what sort of woman fell in love with four men? That couldn’t be normal, surely? I guess I was going to have to suck it up and find out. Then if I had to face a shitty rejection, perhaps I would find it so much easier to delete the pictures and head back home. Staying in Brazil with guys who I had one-sided feelings for while my life was on the line, wasn’t appealing.

      I grabbed the door knob and swung the door open, stepping through it with my eyes on the floor. I halted only as I slammed into the thick muscular body filling up my door frame.

      “Oh, sorry.” A heat tore through my system, but I wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or something else as I dragged my eyes upwards and I found my eyes locked with Ramon’s. Those beautiful red eyes that were completely unique to him alone. I really adored everything about his look, particularly his shock of white hair. “Sorry, Ramon. I didn’t see you there. I wasn’t looking.”

      “No, it’s okay. I was the one in the way. I was just coming to talk to you…”

      “You were?” I stepped backwards and invited him inside. “Okay, sure.”

      He walked into my room bringing a bit of a weird tension with him. When Tony showed me this room, we were talking and laughing, having fun. But this was very different. As Ramon closed the door behind him, I sensed an aloofness about him. I didn’t like that. I stepped over to the window and folded my arms across my chest, giving him a look.

      “I thought you came up to talk to me?” Still, he said nothing. “What about? Or did Jabari send you to try and calm me down after my little outburst down there?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that. He wants me to get you downstairs to eat.”

      My stomach interrupted my growling angrily at the thought of food. I didn’t want to be seen as weak, especially when it seemed like Ramon was giving me attitude for some reason.

      “Are you angry at me?” I decided to tackle it head on. “For the attack? Because I am sorry. If I’d have known that this was all going to happen, then I never would have taken the pictures. I can leave Brazil if it’s that much of an issue for you.”

      “No.” He shook his head, rapidly. “It isn’t that at all.”

      “It isn’t? Okay, so what is it? Because you seem really mad right now.”

      “I’m not mad. I just find this all very strange…”

      “Strange? Have I done something to make you feel that way?”

      This was starting to wind me up now. I didn’t know what I could do to make Ramon not feel this way about me. I was being myself, trying to be open and connect with him…

      “You only show me interest about my genetic anomaly,” he stunned me by blurting out.

      “What?” I exclaimed in shock. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I just think you only show me any interest because I am albino. I don’t look like the others. I don’t know if you have the same attraction to me like you do Tony, and Seth too… it seems like you had a thing with him as well?” I nodded. “Right, and we only talk about my strangeness.”

      “I just cannot believe you said that,” I gasped out in complete shock. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize I had been that way. I just… I don’t know, I haven’t had the chance to talk to you.”

      “Hmm, yeah, I suppose so.” He nodded. “I guess it wasn’t totally fair for me to come at you like that when it’s only been a short time that we have known you. It just feels like forever.”

      “That’s… good, isn’t it? That we have a connection…”

      “You’re attracted to Jabari as well, aren’t you?” He asked, ignoring my question completely.

      “I am,” I admitted. “But I’m also attracted to you. Very much so. In fact, you’re the first person that I noticed.” I laughed, awkwardly. “You were the first one I felt anything for.”

      “Because I’m weird,” he muttered. “Because I don’t look like anyone else.”

      “Not at all.” I shook my head, defiantly. “Not at all. I am not like that. I’m not the sort of person who judges by looks. Of course the initial attraction was looks based, but it was also more for me. I instantly knew that it was not like anything I had ever felt before. It was deeper. And every moment that I have spent with all of you has only made that grow. It’s confusing for me, really. To be so attracted, to have so many feelings for four guys at once. It has my head in a spin,” I sighed, loudly. “I’m sorry that I haven’t spoken more to you. I feel bad about that. But I guess it’s partly because I haven’t had time and partly because I’m scared of those feelings getting worse.”

      “What do you mean?” He asked me, quietly. “Worse, how?”

      “Well, if I get stronger feelings for you, it’s going to be even harder, isn’t it? For the future. You know, when… if…” I couldn’t even say the words ‘I leave’ because it just felt impossible.

      “I see.” Ramon hung his head low. He understood what I was saying, regardless.

      “But I have a different attraction to all of you.” I felt the need to continue explaining my feelings and I wasn’t really sure why. “I like Tony’s Italian look. I presume he is Italian, really?”

      Ramon smiled and nodded. “Sure, he is. But he’s ashamed of it for some reason. I think it’s because he’s the only panther from there so he’s a reminder of an affair.”

      I cocked an eyebrow in shock. It was weird to hear him talk of something that would seem more of a human issue than a shape shifter one. A baby being an issue because he was the product of an affair. A man escaping his life because he felt left out by his family.

      “That’s why he tries to hide his accent all the time. Bless him.”

      “Well, that just makes me like him even more.” I shrugged. “Because there’s something so real and raw about him. He’s full of depth, but he has a fun loving persona that makes me instantly feel comfortable. Sure, I can tell by his flirting that he’s a ladies’ man, but that doesn’t bother me.”

      Ramon chuckled lightly to himself, causing dimples to pop in his cheeks. When he grinned, he lit up the damn room. He was so much more attractive when he beamed like that.

      “And Seth… well, he’s quiet, isn’t he? He’s very closed off, but there’s a sweetness to that broody side of him. He’s gorgeous too, of course, but he’s deep and I want to get to know him. Then there’s the leader… Jabari. Wow. He is… well, he’s crazy hot, isn’t he? All bold and commanding, but thoughtful as well. I like how you can see how much he cares…”

      “And… me?” Ramon asked shyly, his eyes unable to meet mine.

      I instinctively took a step closer to him and brushed my hand against his arm. “You are wonderful, Ramon. You are sparklingly beautiful; you light up a room like glitter. The way you look is phenomenal, I love your hair, your eyes, your cheek bones, your dimples… but I also love the protector in you. I can spot it a mile off. You really care for your race and you will do anything to stand up for them. You don’t even mind about being attacked because of me. Not as much as you should anyway. You care more about the effect it has on me…”

      All of a sudden, the words fell away from my lips. They didn’t seem quite so important anymore. Instead, I lost myself in the beauty of his eyes, the desire in his gaze as he stared at me. He literally stole the breath from my body. It didn’t matter how frantically I panted, how much I tried to get air into my lungs, I couldn’t breathe. I was dizzy with lust, desire screaming through me. I rolled my hips against Ramon to let him know just how much I truly wanted him.

      “What are you doing to me?” He moaned, leaning his head against mine. “You’re driving me wild. You don’t even need to try and you’re sending me over the edge.”

      I trailing my fingers down him with a playful smirk on my lips. I slipped my fingers along the V shape leading from his abs down to where I wanted to feel him most. Just as I was about to get a cheeky cup of his bulge, he stunned me by slipping his hand around the back of my trousers, brushing against my ass before he grazed my soaking wet clit.

      “Oh my!” I gasped, my body bucking wildly. “Ramon, you really are a surprise.”

      As he plunged his fingers inside and began to massage me, touching me in an incredibly expert way since he hadn’t ever explored my body, I grabbed him and kissed him hard. I allowed the incredible passion to flow through my lips as he worked my body like crazy.

      “Oh, Ramon,” I gushed, desperately. “That feels so fucking good.”

      He lifted me from the ground as if I weighed nothing, his muscles flexing like crazy as he did, and he dropped me on the bed behind me. The bed that was to be mine even though I hadn’t slept in it yet. I giggled and allowed my hands to fly above my head as his fingers gripped tightly on to my thighs. He was staking his claim on me, and I liked it a whole lot. In the heat of the moment, I barely even remembered the other three guys. It was only me and him.

      “I want to taste you,” he whispered as he dragged my leggings down. “I need you, Tara.”

      I lifted my hips to let him drag the material away then cooed with sheer bliss as he grabbed on to the elastic of my panties with his teeth. The material grazed along me, causing me to shudder violently. My fingers curled around the sheets, my knuckles turning white because I couldn’t hold on to them enough. I needed something to connect me to the Earth before I lost my mind.

      I lifted my head up and watched as Ramon seductively stuck a toe in his mouth. He sucked and licked it like it was the most incredible thing he had ever tasted, causing me to see stars. It wasn’t even one of my erogenous zones, as far as I knew, but with Ramon it just felt perfect.

      “Fuck,” I gasped out, desperately unable to form any proper words. “Fuck, Ramon.”

      He continued the journey up my leg, pausing to suck and lick random patches of my skin as he went. My hips bucked, my back arched, need screamed through me. I was shivering constantly, I couldn’t keep myself together. I was a mess already.

      “Wow,” he breathed, his breath tickling along my core. “You smell divine. I want to taste you.”

      I had a feeling that he wanted me to give him permission, but I couldn’t make it happen. I was too on fire for anything. Instead, I moaned loudly and slid my eyes closed, hoping that would help him understand how badly I wanted him.

      As the blackness engulfed me, stark images of the other guys came flooding back to me. Seth, with his massive rock hard bulge between my fingers as we rolled around on the bedroom floor. Tony, with his rough hot tongue invading my mouth, his fingers brushing all over my body. Jabari and the way that he stared at me like he wanted to devour me whole.

      I wanted all of them here, I needed to feel every damn inch of them all. Multiple partners wasn’t something I had ever experienced before, but with Ramon teasing me until I was about to tip over the edge, it was all I wanted and more. All of them here with me.

      “Oh, shit!” I screamed as Ramon finally caved and gave me what I wanted. His mouth went in on me like a mad man. He was desperately trying to coax the orgasm from me, and I could already feel myself sinking under the waters of pleasure. “Fuck, Ramon, that feels so…”

      I tried to push him away before the intensity got too much for me, but before I could finally get him off me, I yanked him right back. I needed him; this feeling was intoxicating. It was like a drug circling heat through my veins, filling me up, swarming like bees through my body.

      “Oh, Ramon, don’t stop.” I rolled against him, pushing into him. “Don’t stop, it feels…”

      I couldn’t speak. As he shoved me right towards the knife edge of desire, I lost the ability to do anything but feel. The sensations were incredible. His tongue was unlike anything I had ever felt before. It was phenomenal, fast, flickering, cat like… fucking incredible.

      And then he shoved me over the edge, I fell willingly into the pit of abyss. I tumbled and fell hard, bucking violently against him, shuddering through the tsunami of bliss. The waves rocketed over me again and again. I honestly didn’t think that they were going to stop.

      Nor did I want them to. This was an orgasm unlike anything that had ever come before. Ramon was something else. I wanted to cling to him and never let go. I wanted this man to be mine.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped out as the orgasm rolled to a very beautiful end. “Oh fuck, Ramon.”

      As the post orgasmic bliss deliciously licked me, Ramon hurriedly pushed my clothing back on to allow me some dignity. I simply lay back and allowed him to dress me, enjoying this wonderful moment. I was being treated like a lady and I liked it a lot more than I should.

      “Wow.” Ramon sidled up me and kissed me once more with my cheeks in his hands. “You really are special, Tara. You have no idea how much I like you.”

      We kissed for a little longer, just holding on to one another as if we were the last people on Earth, and that was how we stayed until the click of the bedroom door opening brought us back into the real world.

      “Am I interrupting?” Jabari asked with a smile. “Sorry, I just wanted to let you know that food is on the table.”
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      It had to be my turn eventually, surely? Not that I minded my boys enjoying Tara’s company. The more they liked her, the better it meant for us. Chances were, she would stick around. I didn’t want to hope that she was going to stay here but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to hold her in my arms, to feel her against me, to kiss those gorgeous plump lips of hers. I’d been wanting to taste her mouth from the very first time I saw her. It was just getting harder to wait for my time.

      Especially when she looked like that. All hot and bothered, ruffled like she had just had sex, or at least sexual contact. Ramon must have driven her wild. I wished that I had walked in a few moments early so that I could see her in the throes of passion. I bet she looked amazing with her head tossed back and crying out in sheer bliss. I could just imagine that incredible sight. That tight body of hers all sexy and willing. Needy and begging for more…

      “Oops.” Tara pushed Ramon backwards and sat up. Luckily, she didn’t look embarrassed or angry this time around. She was glowing, but with happiness. “Sorry, Jabari. We’re coming.”

      Ramon nodded sharply at me before heading towards the door. I remained where I was, leaning against the door to let them out. I didn’t think that there was a conversation needed which couldn’t be had with all of us. Tara must have understood the ways of the panthers now.

      “Are you coming?” I asked Tara before she came to the door as well. “Everything alright?”

      “Mhmm. Everything is brilliant, yes.” She nodded and grinned. “Is everything okay with you?”

      She cocked her head curiously at me. I could tell that she was worried about offending me which wasn’t the issue at all. We would get our time; if it was meant to be then it would happen.

      “I’m absolutely fine. Glad that you’re enjoying your time here.”

      “Mmm. I am.” She brushed past me, leaning in to me as she went. A bolt of electricity shot through me as she did. She was sexy as fuck, and it ached through me. If she hadn’t just been with Ramon, then chances were, she would need a moment to gather herself up before I grabbed her and slammed her against the wall and slipped into her. Much as I wanted to, I would have to wait.

      “You’re teasing me, Tara,” I growled into her ears as she walked past me. “You might want to stop that before I grab you and refuse to let you downstairs ever again.”

      She giggled and tossed her head back, gleefully. “Well, I am sorry. I am hungry, so I better stop.”

      She bounced down the stairs two at a time, leaving a beautiful scent behind her. I inhaled deeply, loving the stirring in the pit of my stomach. She really did affect me in a deep and powerful way.

      I headed down the stairs behind her and made my way to the dinner table where everyone was now sitting. Already, the atmosphere was much more relaxed. Tony and Seth had sorted things out, Ramon had calmed Tara down, and all was good. This was going to be a great night.

      I took my seat opposite Tara and watched as she ate a bit like an animal. She was starving, I guess it had been a really long time since she ate anything, so she stuffed food into her mouth like crazy. We all did the same, all of us were utterly ravished.

      Chatter eventually started up around the table as the food began to vanish. Normal small talk which flowed with ease. It allowed me to breathe easier and learn more about Tara too.

      “So, you did a naked strike?” Even Tony was shocked. “To help protect the planet.”

      “I sure did, and it was great. The nudity got lots of press attention and it really raised awareness. Even the company was forced to stop polluting the oceans as bad as they were.”

      “Wow, so you have been making a real difference to the planet?” Ramon was impressed.

      “Yep, I guess so.” Tara smiled so happily. “I like knowing that I can help the environment. In any way that I can. The ocean too. Obviously, my main work has been with cats…”

      “You’ve posed naked for the cats, have you?”

      She laughed, loudly. “No, I haven’t posed naked for the cats. But I have protested the fur industry and that got all over the media as well. That made a difference.”

      There were words on the edge of my lips that desperately wanted to spill out. Words I had to really fight to keep inside. Tara could help to make a real difference to our pack and our race by staying with us and becoming our mate. Bearing our children and helping to keep the panther shifters going… but there was no way that I could put that on her shoulders. It wasn’t fair.

      But it would be fabulous, wouldn’t it? If she turned out to be the one? For us, and for her.

      “So, what about your life back home?” I found myself asking instead. “Tell us about that.”

      “Oh, well, my life back home…” Her expression darkened. “It’s erm, it’s quiet to be honest. I don’t really feel like I have much of a life back home. I’m always traveling, always moving around and exploring new places. I don’t spend much time in one place.”

      “What about friends and family?”

      Ramon gave me a look like he could sense what I was doing. But I couldn’t stop it now. The question was out there. Tara was the only one who didn’t look horrified by it.

      “I’m not that close to my parents, really. We lead very separate lives. I do have my friends from high school, Maz and Darla, but I keep in touch with those guys through messaging. Honestly, I just float about having new experiences in different places.”

      I wasn’t sure if that sounded incredibly lonely or not. I couldn’t quite tell if she found it exciting or she was just floating through life trying to find something to anchor her. This conversation wasn’t calming me down at all. If anything, it was making me worse. Now it really seemed like she could have a life here if that was what she ended up wanting.

      “I see. And how does this experience rate in your life so far?”

      She lit up. There was no other way to describe it, she absolutely glowed. “It’s the best. I love it here in Brazil. Of course, it helps that I discovered you guys as well. It’s been life changing for me. I honestly don’t know if life will ever be able to go back to normal after this.”

      I nodded slowly, trying to show her that I understood. “I get it.”

      “Do you?” She stared right into my eyes. “Because this has always been your life, hasn’t it? This craziness has always been your existence. For me, coming from an ordinary life…”

      “It doesn’t sound like your life has always been ordinary, Tara!”

      “No, I suppose not. But compared to what’s going on here…” She made a sweeping gesture with her hands. “And then for me to find out about all of this… well, it’s a shock.”

      “In a way, our life has been smooth sailing as well. It’s been very ordinary for us. Until recently. Until we started to bring human women in to Panthera, and the jaguars got wind of it.”

      She gulped and nodded. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I just… I don’t know…”

      She was thinking about it. It was written all over her face. Tara was actually considering staying here. She was like an open book and it made my heart skip about ten beats. To know that there was even a glimmer of hope… well, I couldn’t describe the way that it made me feel.

      When Javier first brought a human woman in to Panthera, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I didn’t react badly in the way that Jakar had. I wasn’t really against it or for it. It was just a way to continue on with our race which could only be seen as a good thing. None of us wanted the panther shifters to die out and that was as good a way as any. Of course, I didn’t fully understand when he said that he’d fallen in love. That was a bit beyond me. I got it even less when Jakar, who was dead against it said the same thing later on. But now it was all starting to make so much sense. Now, I really did get it because that was the way that I felt about Tara. I felt like maybe I loved her.

      “What was that noise?” Seth suddenly jumped to his feet. “Did anyone hear that?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering why he was acting crazy just as it seemed like we might be getting somewhere with Tara. But just as I was about to snap at him, I heard it too. It was only light. Footsteps. Cat footsteps. Since Javier and Jakar hadn’t made any definite plans to come out here just yet, I had to assume that it was jaguars. They now knew that we hadn’t immediately done what they’d asked, and they were coming to do that for us.

      “They are here for Tara,” I yelled. “And her information.”

      As the door swung open, we all burst to life, exploding from our skin and shifting into our panther shapes. This wasn’t the way that I wanted Tara to see us for the first time, but I guess we didn’t have a choice now. I pushed her down, making sure that she hit the ground in the corner so she couldn’t be hurt. Or hurt anymore anyway. A little bruise from a fall wouldn’t be anything like how much pain she’d have to suffer if one of those assholes got to her. Then, it was time.

      I lurched for the one nearest to me and grabbed a chunk of fur on the back of his neck. He let out a little squeal but wasn’t deterred enough to let me get another swipe in. His claws tore across my face, already alerting me to the fact that there would be yet another scar there.

      Ramon appeared distracted. I could sense his eyes constantly darting around the room as we all fought our hardest. But six of them against four of us didn’t make it easy. He had to be checking on Tara, to see if she was hurt. If she was still where I left her, then I was closest and no one had a chance of even getting close to her. Even as another one of the jags came to take me on, I wasn’t worried. I never stopped the battle because of these scars.

      But then a blur of white shot across the room, which of course distracted me. But not just me. All of us. Everyone in the room twisted as he bolted towards the stairs.

      The laptop. It hit me hard. It was so damn obvious. The jaguars were here for the evidence as well as Tara. Her death didn’t mean as much to them as getting that information. I wanted to go there too, to help Ramon stop whichever fucker had crept away, but I was the nearest one to Tara. A quick glance told me that she was still lying on the ground beneath me. I needed to protect her as well. Luckily, Seth took the initiative and raced towards the stairs with two of them behind him. Tony and I were left behind. Him with the biggest bastard pinning him down, and me with two. If I was honest with myself, it didn’t look good. But our war against the jags never had done. If it was a numbers’ game then we were always fucked, but that didn’t stop me from fighting, and it wouldn’t today. We had so much more to fight for.

      One of them leapt on my back while the other went for my throat, but he wasn’t quick enough. I swiped my paw, my claws all the way out, and I shocked him by catching his eye. His body slammed against the wall hard and I spotted blood spurt up the wall from his pupils.

      He was going to be out of action for a couple of moments, which gave me plenty of time to turn and tear a chunk out of the other jag’s throat. Not enough to kill him, but to stop him for a moment. I slammed him against the wall next to his friend so they could both see what we were capable of.

      Tony’s guy squealed a horrifying, guttural sound and he tore from our house at the speed of light. I wasn’t quite sure what Tony had done to him, but he was out of here. Thank God, the less that we had in here the better. Tony glanced at me and I nodded towards the stairs for him to follow Seth and Ramon. I didn’t think he would make the same mistake with Tara again, especially in this horrifying situation, but I couldn’t risk it.

      Once we were alone, aside from the two jags I took out far too easily, honestly, when were they going to see that they weren’t the superior race to us? I leaned down and nudged my nose against Tara to check that I hadn’t done too much damage to her. To not freak her out more, it would have been far wiser to shift back into my human form, but I couldn’t risk anyone else coming in and attacking me while off guard.

      “Hmm?” She murmured, stirring ever so slightly. “Jabari?”

      Her hand rested on my nose and her sleepy eyes blinked at me a couple of times. Somehow, through everything, she wasn’t freaked out by seeing me like this even though she had to have witnessed how feral and brutal I could be. But even stranger, she recognized me. I didn’t stand out like Ramon did. Aside from the scars, I didn’t have any distinguishing features.

      “It’s you,” she muttered, her eyes almost rolling back into her head. “I can just tell.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose up and I knew then that something was after me. Every fiber inside of me screamed so I forced myself away from Tara and the gorgeous feeling of her soft touch, to tackle whatever threat was coming after me. The jag with the eye injury was trying his luck again but I wasn’t going to give him a shot. I would go all in. I had to be brutal to ensure that not only he, but the rest of the jags, got the message not to fuck with us…

      By the time he and his friend had both hot-footed out of the house, I had blood all around my mouth. I undoubtably looked like the beast I really was. I couldn’t turn to see Tara because I didn’t want to know what she would think of me now. Surely, this had put her off?

      But it was her who came to me. She rested her soft fingers on my back and stroked me like I was her pet. I felt like freaking purring; it was such a delicious sensation.

      “What are we going to do?” She whispered. “This is only getting worse, isn’t it?”

      “Bastards are all done for,” Tony yelled, coming down the stairs in human form. “None of them got anywhere near the laptop, so that was a bonus.”

      As I shuddered and shifted back, slipping back into my human skin like it was a glove, I couldn’t help but wonder what ‘done for’ meant. Run away or dead? I didn’t want to make it worse for Tara by asking. She didn’t seem too worried now, but surely, she was going to be?

      “We need to speak to Javier and Jakar,” I announced coldly, as I finally got the power of speech back. “All of us together this time. We need to make a plan. All of us together.”

      “What does that mean?” Tara’s hand gripped on to my arm which actually felt just as nice as when she stroked me. The feel of her took the words out of my mouth, but only for a second.

      “It means, Tara,” I said with a bit of a dramatic flair. “That we are going to Panthera.”
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      My heart raced at the speed of light as we made our way through the jungle. The blackness surrounding us felt ominous, so was the intense sensation that there were a million eyes upon me. Not one of them friendly. I could now see why Jabari didn’t want me coming in here alone. I wasn’t sure that I would have been able to do it. I probably would’ve run away scared if I didn’t get attacked first. The jaguars definitely had it in for me, that was for sure.

      I pulled my back pack tighter around my shoulder, protecting the information inside, as panther Jabari ran past me. Seth and he were in their animalistic forms just in case an attack came our way, with Ramon and Tony close by me as humans, looking after me that way.

      I was right in the way that I did feel so much safer with these four men, but it wasn’t enough. After seeing the jaguars attack like that, a sneak attack at that, I was filled with fear. The panthers saw them off for sure, they showed how much stronger they were, but if it was a numbers’ game, I already knew that the jaguars had millions over the panthers. If they surrounded us, we were screwed. They would absolutely destroy us. We would be gone in an instant.

      Then what would happen? Would the world just keep going without me? How much would the people in my life miss me once they knew that I was gone? I couldn’t seem to stop myself from thinking all of these morbid thoughts as we walked through an unfamiliar environment.

      “Don’t keep panicking,” Tony whispered to me in a softer voice than he would normally use.

      “I can’t help it. I keep hearing stuff.” I jumped again as the trees rustled. “This is a bit much.”

      “Don’t forget that we have amazing hearing. Jabari and Seth will pick up anything a long time before you do.” He hugged me tighter. “You don’t have to worry about a thing. Plus, think about Panthera. We aren’t too far away now, and you’ll finally get to see it.”

      Admittedly, this did help a little. A bolt of anticipation circled through me at the idea. It was all that I had wanted ever since I learned about it. I couldn’t wait to see this hidden underground civilization where panther shifters lived freely, being who they were. I was also looking forward to meeting the human women already there. There were so many things that I wanted to ask them. Was that out of mere curiosity, or more? I hadn’t yet worked that out.

      “Will they take my laptop right away?” I hissed. “Are they going to be mad about me?”

      “No one will be angry,” Ramon jumped in. “No one could possibly be angry at you. The information will be safe in Panthera anyway so there won’t be any issues.”

      I jumped again, the fear bolting through my system as another noise came from the left. I honestly wasn’t sure that I would ever be calm again after seeing that attack.

      Just as that noise shocked me, I almost asked what would happen with my information when I left Panthera, but the question didn’t quite make it out. I wasn’t sure why, but the idea of ever leaving this place was becoming more impossible by the moment. My life before Brazil was all pale and black and white. More like a dream, and I had finally woken up in my real life.

      But this life wasn’t exactly smooth sailing, was it? It wasn’t perfect compared to what I had before. I had a lot of complications to deal with, mainly hooking up with three out of the four guys. God, I still couldn’t believe that had happened! It just felt so right at the time…

      “Don’t panic.” Tony’s touch sent tingles flying through me. “It’s okay.”

      Jabari and Seth raced off which caught the breath in my throat. I couldn’t get any air into my lungs. Dizziness absolutely consumed me. Them running away meant something terrible was happening. Jaguar related. It had to be. They were here, coming for us…

      “It is okay.” Ramon leaned in to hold me up as well. “They’ve got this…”

      “But… but…” I shook my head hard. “I don’t…”

      Ramon shocked me by leaning down and pressing her lips ever so gently against mine. Everything buzzed yet stilled at the same time. Ramon had this magical calming power over me. Then, just as I was about to really lean in to the kiss, to see where it might lead, Tony rested his hands on my shoulders and reminded me that he was there. I leapt backwards, stunned, remembering that Tony was someone I had also had a moment with.

      My eyes wide, I turned to stare at Tony apologetically. But then he stunned me too by taking my chin with his finger and bringing me in for a kiss as well. This wasn’t a territorial kiss, a competitive one with an edge, it was all about making me feel a lot better.

      These guys don’t mind me kissing both, I realized. They like it.

      The idea of something quite kinky and new happening thrilled me in a way that I never expected. I leaned in to Tony, moaning with delight as I thought about them both with their hands all over me, touching me, holding me, kissing me… oh fuck, it was too much. I couldn’t handle it…

      “Come on.” Ramon touched my arm gently, separating me from Tony. “We need to move.”

      “Oh, right.” I giggled, weakly. “Our lives are in danger. Of course.”

      It was too hard to get all soaked up in worry when I was so consumed by those kisses. With any of these men it was always powerful, different, a new experience. Was that why I didn’t really want to leave? Because I wanted to see where any of it could go?

      I wanted to text Maz and Darla to see what their advice might be, but how could I even begin to explain this situation? There was no way they could understand. Their lives were so simple, so normal. This would be too crazy for any of them to get.

      “Look…” All of a sudden, Tony grabbed my attention back to the present moment as he pointed towards an ancient set of ruins that didn’t seem to really fit in with the surroundings.

      “What’s that? Some kind of religious temple or something?” My eyes drank it in and instantly, I was fascinated by it. It had a real beauty. “What a shame that it’s just here, neglected. Why don’t more people know about it? I bet there are so many people who would love to learn its history.”

      “We don’t exactly want a lot of tourists here.” Tony laughed. “Because this is our cover up.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I furrowed my eyebrows at him. “What on Earth are you talking about? This is your cover up for the panther race? Because that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It covers up Panthera. You only see this. You don’t see what else is happening.”

      My heart skipped about ten beats. “What are you talking about? Panthera is here?”

      “As soon as Jabari and Seth are back, I will show you just what I mean. You’ll love it, Tara.”

      I separated from the other two and walked around the ancient ruins, reaching out to touch all the stone work. I wasn’t sure if it was just because I knew something lay beneath or it was a genuine feeling, but I could just tell that there was something different about this building. In another life, if I hadn’t discovered about the panthers in the way that I had, this might have been something that I stumbled across all on my own. I slipped my eyes closed and tried to imagine that scenario and how it would have played out. Would I still have got the attention of Jabari or one of the other panthers? Or would they have ignored me? Waiting for me to leave?

      Perhaps I could have ended up going back to America without knowing anything. How sad would that have been? To return to my normal life without all of this. I stared at Tony and Ramon who were currently deep in a conversation of their own, a warmth radiating through me just through knowing them. They had enriched my existence just by being in my life.

      I don’t want to go, I realized sadly. I never want to leave. I want this to be my life.

      I even planned what I would do. I would message Maz and Darla to tell them that I had met a man I was in love with and I was staying in Brazil to be with him. The same to my parents. They would accept that with ease. Then I could still keep in touch with them, I just couldn’t be totally honest about everything. It would be the best solution for everyone.

      “We’re back,” Jabari gasped as he broke through the trees, now in his human form. For once, he didn’t look like he had acquired more scars which was great. “Thank you for waiting. Let’s go.”

      He led the way and I followed close behind him with the other three trailing me. Jabari took us to a tunnel that I hadn’t even noticed before. It didn’t seem visible to my human eyes until it was shown, which was crazy. The panthers had a wonderful secret here, it was great.

      “Woah…” My whole version of the world shifted once more as we reached the other side of the tunnel and I finally got to see Panthera. The strange underground city was much more incredible than I ever could have imagined. It was like a full functioning society, running perfectly. I had been to many places, and this was a successful city for sure. “This is everything…”

      I span around, laughing to myself as I drank it all in. The thought in my mind that I could stay here only intensified as I saw the city. It was just absolutely perfect. I loved it.

      “Jakar!” Jabari called out, causing me to stop. This was his cousin; I could remember that much. The one who was known for his fiery temper. “Where’s Javier?” And that was the leader of the whole city. It seemed like I was about to be thrown into this new life head first.

      Tony reached out and grabbed my hand, comforting me. Through all the jokes and teasing, he really did always seem to know what I needed. I wondered if that was because he found himself a bit of an outsider as well. Not from here, from Italy. Different at home, the product of an affair. If that was the case, then he and I had a whole lot in common because I was definitely out of place here. There were supposed to be other human women, but I hadn’t seen any of them.

      Jakar stood tall and stocky. He had a darkness to him which I found more of an allure than something to fear. I didn’t have any attraction to him, thank goodness, it wasn’t all of the panthers, but he was attractive for sure. Then as Javier joined him, I noticed the same sort of thing. It was easy to see that all the alphas were related because they had the same commanding presence. I could imagine that they got all the attention no matter what room they walked in to, particularly if they were all together. They filled me with an excited confidence. The jaguars might have the numbers, but the panthers had these men controlling things.

      “Good to meet you,” Javier growled while holding out his hand to me.

      “I’m Tara,” I replied with a shyness that I hadn’t experienced before.

      “Tara, nice to meet you.” He nodded and smiled. “I’m sure you have had a long journey. I bet you need a rest. Would you like our wives to take you for something to drink and eat?”

      I nodded, eagerly. The wives had to be the human women since the panther women didn’t exist in Panthera anymore. Much as these panthers were incredibly exciting to me, it was them I really wanted to meet. Javier nodded at Tony who led me towards a house.

      “They are inside there,” he told me with a reassuring hand squeeze. “We are going to have a meeting to decide what we are going to do next. We will be back for you soon.”

      I nodded; I was fine with that. I didn’t mind how long I was left with these women. As I stepped up to the door, I knocked with the confidence that I usually carried around with me. I couldn’t wait, this was going to be an awesome meeting. It would tell me all that I needed to know.

      “Ah!” A beautiful woman declared as she swung the door open. “You must be Tara.”

      “You were expecting me?” Now, that came as a shock.

      “Well, we heard a lot about you from Ramon when he came. We thought you might come, eventually. Please, come inside. It will be lovely to get to know you. I’m Reese, by the way.”

      “Hi, Reese,” I replied, already feeling comfortable in her presence. There was something so warm and welcoming about her. I could imagine her being a good friend to me. “Nice to meet you. Thank you for being so welcoming.”

      “Oh, you are welcome. I know how intimidating it can be to come here as a new person. I was just lucky enough to have my friend, Kayla, already here.” Reese laughed. “She is actually the reason that I came. I thought she had been kidnapped and I wanted to rescue her.”

      “You didn’t realize that she was in the panthers’ underground city?”

      Reese giggled. “Exactly. Happy, married, and pregnant. Although, she isn’t pregnant anymore.”

      We walked into the other room to see the woman who I had to presume was Kayla, with a little baby boy in her arms. The way that her eyes were shining with joy made me yearn desperately for that. I wanted this happiness more than anything else in the world.

      “Oh, Tara!” Kayla looked over the moon to meet me as well. This was so nice. I couldn’t think of a time where I had ever felt so wanted before. “I’m Kayla, and this is my son, Jessie.”

      “He’s beautiful,” I instantly noted. “He looks a lot like you.” I stepped closer to get a real good look at him. There was something so stunning about this child, it was obvious he wasn’t human. “And he is a panther shifter, am I right in assuming that?”

      “It won’t show until he’s older, but yes, he is.”

      “Fingers crossed, my little baby will be the same.” Reese chuckled as she rubbed her belly that looked perfectly flat to me. She couldn’t be too far along. “To keep the race going.”

      “That’s what it’s all about.” I smiled, thinly. “Keeping it going.”

      “Oh no, not at all.” Kayla shook her head, vehemently. “It’s about happiness and love as well. I’m not here to just be a baby factory. I’m here because I love my husbands.”

      I thought she said plural then, but it had to be a mistake. I needed to clear it up, though. “Is your husband Javier or Jakar, if you don’t mind me asking that is?”

      “Well, it’s Javier…” She replied cautiously, while glancing anxiously at Reese. Whatever she was worrying about, Reese nodded for her to continue. “But it isn’t quite as straight forward as that. I don’t know how much you know about it all…”

      “Er…” I darted my eyes desperately between them both. “I don’t know…”

      “Jakar is my husband,” Reese jumped in, taking the control. “But so are the rest of the pack. I’m not just married to one man. I’m married to all of them. The panthers are a polyamorous society. I guess Jabari hasn’t told you that much yet.”

      I shook my head numbly, unsure what the hell I was supposed to make of that. No wonder no one seemed to mind about me fooling around with all the guys. That was normal to these people. If I stayed, I wouldn’t have to choose, I could have them all. My attraction to every single one of them for different reasons would be completely valid. In a way, it was perfect.

      The only question was, could I handle it?
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      “A final stand.” I nodded, slowly. “I see. So, the plan is to put an end to this once and for all. That seems… yes, like a good plan.” I couldn’t keep the hesitancy from my voice.

      “You don’t think that’s a good idea?” Javier turned to look at me square on. “Huh, Jabari?”

      There was a real urgency to him which I had to assume was linked to his son, Jessie. He didn’t want anything to happen to his new family. I didn’t either. We needed to break away from the jaguars once and for all, to let them know that we weren’t going to be a part of their clan no matter what they did to us. We didn’t need to mate with them, we had our own plan whether they liked it or not. There was no backing down now, we had come too far.

      “Come on, Jabari,” Jakar joined in. “We need to know what you think. It’s you guys that have been out there in the city, fighting them for all this time.”

      “I don’t think we have a choice,” I admitted. “It’s just a bit overwhelming. Not what I was expecting. But then I want this to be over more than anyone so we can come back to Panthera.”

      Javier and Jakar exchanged a look, one that was so damn easy to read they might as well have screamed it from the roof tops. They wanted to know if we would be back permanently in Panthera alone or with Tara by our side. I was glad that they didn’t ask it aloud when I had no answer.

      I knew what I wanted, and I got the feeling that was what she wanted as well. But even after basically telling us she could leave her old life behind; we couldn’t be sure. I didn’t want to raise anyone’s hopes until we were absolutely certain of what was going to happen next.

      “I know we haven’t fought to the death yet,” Javier continued, causing me to glance my eyes towards Ramon. I still didn’t quite know what had happened up the stairs in our townhouse and judging from the way his eyes refused to meet mine, he wasn’t about to tell me now. “But we’re going to have to if we want to protect our way of living. If we don’t want to bow down to them and basically become the dirt under their shoes, the bottom rung of their ladder, then we need to fight until they leave us alone forever. It’s going to be brutal.”

      “Maybe so,” I agreed, really getting in to the idea of ending this now. “But it’s what’s right, isn’t it? It’s what we need to do to protect those we love.”

      A murmur of agreement burst out around the room. Everyone seemed to be on board with putting an end to this once and for all. No one seemed to believe that this could carry on forever, which I had to admit was deep down my biggest fear. We had spent hundreds of years just living the way that we wanted to. I really wasn’t ready to sacrifice that forever. The idea of someone having to be on the look-out for the rest of our existence was utterly exhausting.

      “We will make this happen tomorrow then,” Javier announced, decidedly. “There isn’t any point in hanging around and planning this forever, is there? We might as well strike while the iron is hot, get them while they aren’t expecting it. End this before it can get any worse.”

      I darted my eyes towards the floor then, not wanting to look at anyone. If we were fighting to the death then they would be too, which meant that everyone who left Panthera for this might not all come back. Even if it was for the greater good, it was still going to be hard to accept. I didn’t want to lose anyone, especially not for those fuckers… but it wouldn’t end any other way.

      “Spend tonight as you want to,” Javier announced in a commanding voice. “Tell every other fighter in Panthera to do the same thing. Spend it as you wish and be ready for war tomorrow.”

      Now the room was absolutely silent. Nothing could be heard at all. A pin could have dropped and we all would have heard it. Now everyone was thinking along the same lines as me. If we were to spend tonight doing what we wanted… well, it meant that tomorrow wasn’t promised.

      I must have slipped in to some kind of daze because it took Tony to really shake me to drag me out of it. “Come on, buddy,” he hissed. “We need to make a move.”

      He grabbed my arm and practically yanked me to my feet before we all left the conference room. I wasn’t really thinking about anything in particular, I was just all hazy and confused.

      “So, what do you want to do?” Ramon finally asked me. “Tonight, I mean.”

      “I… I don’t know, really. It’s hard to think of this as our last possible night.”

      “I know. Which is why you need to think carefully about how you want to spend it.”

      Those words were magical. They brought only one face to the fore front of my mind. There was only one person I wanted to spend this night with, and I needed to find her right away. I had been careful; I’d waited for too long, but now it was time to grab her by the hand and kiss her already.

      “Tara,” I whispered, dead certain. “I need to speak to Tara.”

      Ramon nodded knowingly as if he already knew that this was exactly what I was going to say. “Of course. Come on, let’s find Tara. We can all spend the night with her at last.”

      There was something so calming about knowing I would see her. Spending the night with that wonderful woman in our real home, knowing that we were safe to just be who we were… well, it was perfect, wasn’t it? Even if the worst happened and we didn’t all come back, at least we would have made some wonderful memories along the way.

      We stepped in to Kayla’s house where Tara had spent the day, and I stepped away from the other guys. I needed to take charge now, to finally command her. I took the stairs two at a time and followed the sound of chatter. There she was, in the middle of the other women, laughing and looking more beautiful than ever. The purple in her hair glinted, her eyes shone, her face lit up…

      I needed her. So, I took a giant stride towards her. The closer I got to Tara, the more the rest of the room melted away. I could only see her. Tara clocked me coming at her and she automatically rose to her feet. But I could already see that she didn’t have a clue what was going on.

      I grabbed her face in my hands and pulled her towards me. The moment happened rapidly, but the anticipation grew massively the whole time. It flooded me, consumed my organs, filled my muscles right up. It became all of me and it was the most wonderful sensation on the planet.

      Then my lips connected with hers and every cell in my body exploded. The sensation of those beautiful plump lips against mine was epic, phenomenal, and intense. I held her tighter to me, refusing to ever let her go. Just as I thought, the whole world revolved around this woman. The chemistry was off the scale. It was everything that I ever wanted and so much more.

      “Come with me,” I moaned the moment we pulled apart just the tiniest bit. “Back to our room.”

      There was a hushed tension in the room. It seemed like I wasn’t the only one desperate to see how this turned out. Tara nodded, only the slightest bit, but it was enough. I pulled her to me and walked out of the room, ignoring all the excited cheers from the other women who clearly liked Tara a lot, which was good. I wanted her to have friends here if she decided to stay. I didn’t want her to be lonely any longer. But right now, I needed her, and so did the rest of the guys.

      We all walked in a thick, hushed silence to the house, the weight of what was finally about to happen, connecting with us all. We went up the stairs together and entered the room. I twisted Tara around to look at me as soon as we were inside, checking this wasn’t too much for her. Her expression would give it away for sure. She couldn’t ever hide it. Spending one on one time with us and fooling around was one thing, but all four of us was something else.

      “Come here,” she growled, her eyes sparkling with need instead of fear. “I want you now.”

      She grabbed my tee shirt and dragged me to her, kissing me hard. The passion flowed intensely between us, Tara could sense the desperation and hunger, the need to move quickly, to forget about the upcoming war. I didn’t need words to communicate with her. She just knew.

      “Oh, Jabari,” she murmured against me. “You are one hell of a kisser, you know that.”

      As her hand slipped down to the waist band of my trousers and she teased her eager fingers inside, Tony came up behind Tara and began to tease the inside of her thighs. She tilted her head back, leaning against him as she whimpered with excitable need, but that didn’t stop her from cupping her hand around my steel rod and stroking me at a pace I loved.

      “Oh fuck,” I groaned. “Fucking hell, Tara.”

      Her soft velvety fingers felt incredible, the way she took her time to flick over my tip was utterly phenomenal. She was playing my cock like an instrument; she knew exactly what I needed. But it wasn’t just that to drive me wild. It was her. Her beauty, her essence, the way that she was like a devil and an angel all in one. How did someone get so freaking stunning? So perfect for not just me, but for all of us? We were so different. I didn’t think that it was possible… until she came along and turned all of our lives upside down in the best way possible.

      All of a sudden, Tony lifted her from her feet and lay her back on the bed. Much as I was angry to have her stripped away from me like that just when she was doing such a wonderful job with my body, I liked the sight of her sprawled across my bed. She looked incredible as the other guys peeled her clothing off. I touched myself, running my fingers delicately up and down my length while the others stripped her down and kissed and licked all over her skin. Tony positioned himself between her thighs, his tongue circling around her clit at an incredible pace. She grabbed Ramon in one hand and turned to look expectantly at Seth. But he just stood there, unsure of what to do.

      “Seth,” I whispered, knowing that I needed to help him out, to guide him. “Tara wants you in her mouth.” His eyes popped open, wide with surprise. “Just go to her. She will help you.”

      Lust overshadowed his face. His nerves melted away and he dropped his trousers. He looked like he was in a haze as he stepped towards her, a feeling I knew very well myself. I had been in something of a haze ever since Tara came into my life. Nothing had been the same since.

      Tara locked her eyes on Seth, and she gazed at him like he was the sexiest man on the planet as she grabbed his cock and slipped it into her mouth, pushing him all the way to the back of her throat. Seth buckled, I didn’t think that he was going to last long, but he would have the time of his life. Tara was going to take him all the way to heaven and back.

      Tara’s body writhed with pleasure as the guys in my pack drove her to oblivion. I picked up the pace on my own cock, the sight of them enough for me right now. But soon, I was going to have to drive inside her. I needed to feel her tight pussy wrapped around me.

      “Oh fuck,” I moaned, tossing my head back in pleasure. I had always been an expert in waiting. I didn’t let impatience get the better of me which was how I had managed to last so long, but it was taking me down now. I could hardly stand being this near to her. “Oh, Tara.”

      It wasn’t a surprise to see Seth losing his mind rapidly, soaking her lips as well as shooting down her throat. What was a bit of a shock was to see Tara lose it at the same time. The power of Tony’s tongue drove her over the edge, and she screamed. Tara really let go as the orgasm shattered through her. Her contorted face was the most beautiful fucking thing that I had ever seen.

      Tony slid up her body and sucked and licked her nipples while she swam through the post orgasmic bliss. It had to be a wonderful, peaceful moment for her, but I needed that to end.

      “I need you,” I growled as my cock shuddered and trembled. “Fuck, Tara, now.”

      There was no second guessing my command. It was strong and dominating. Just the way that I planned to be once I got my hands on that stunning body of hers. I had waited too long to fool around. I needed to get what I wanted and give her what she needed too.

      Everyone stood aside and allowed me to take control of her body. First, I rolled her over on to her front, then with an agonizing moan I pulled her on to her hands and knees. Finally, as I angled my cock inside of her, I pulled her upwards so her back pressed against my chest. I wanted everyone to see as I piled into her hard, over and over again. Each thrust echoed through the room, making my heart race even faster. She was so tight, so wet, how the hell was I supposed to hold it together? I felt even dizzier as my fingers tweaked her soaking wet nipples…

      “Oh, fuck.” Ramon knelt in front of Tara, his face glazed over with lust, and he slipped his cock between her lips. The way that she hungrily sucked and licked him was incredible. Her fingers even grazed lightly over his balls. She was a sexy, kinky freak and I loved it. But then I suppose she would have to be, to be with us. “Fuck, this is so hot,” I groaned. “You have no idea.”

      I sucked a patch of her throat which had already been marked, presumably by Ramon before, and really claimed her as our own. Maybe she wouldn’t be. Perhaps we would all die tomorrow, she could run away if this was too much for her, but I knew for sure that this was our mate. There wouldn’t be anyone else. If it wasn’t Tara, my Little Miss Purple, then it was no one.

      A guttural cry came from the pit of my stomach as I exploded like a volcano inside of her, her walls clamping around me, coaxing more from me, as I came. I slid my eyes closed and inhaled her delicious citrusy scent as I did, wanting to savor everything about this moment. I would have to remember it forever. No matter what happened, this orgasm was the one to stay with me.

      Falling over the edge, drowning in pleasure with Tara and my pack, was the most intense, wonderous experience. It was one that I wanted to last and last. I didn’t want tomorrow to ever come. I wanted to stop time and exist here forever more.

      As I collapsed backwards, completely spent and drained of energy, Tony took my place, causing the pleasure that I had given her to keep on rolling through her body. I watched them through hooded eye lids, glad that we had at least been given this chance.

      She is the one, I thought to myself sleepily. I don’t know how she feels about us, but I love her, and I know the other guys do too. She is the one we want to be our wife.
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      “I don’t want you to go,” I said sadly, as I leaned against Seth. “Not now. Not ever, really.”

      Last night was something else. It was absolutely incredible. I finally got to see what Reese and Kayla were talking about when it came to the nature of the polyamorous relationships. It was better than any fantasy could have ever been. It made me feel so much closer to all the guys as well. I now had an even deeper bond with every single one. I hated them to have to leave.

      Of course, I knew this was going to happen. As soon we got to Panthera, I knew that it would end in a war. How else could it go? They needed to fight the jaguars off somehow. Then Jabari made it even more obvious by grabbing and kissing me. In front of the other wives as well. He claimed me and made me his own. That was the moment I knew it was potentially our last night together. Sure, we went out with a bang, but still it wasn’t enough.

      “This isn’t my fault, is it?” I gushed while looking at Jabari. “Because of the pictures?”

      The damn pictures and video footage that I couldn’t believe I had clung to for such a long time, that seemed so freaking important to me, that now felt like absolutely nothing. I would give it up in an instant to have Jabari and the others safe. Why didn’t I do so earlier?

      But now it was far too late to make that offer. The war was already in motion.

      “This was going to happen anyway,” Tony reassured me. “There’s nothing for you to worry about. The jaguars want us to bow down to them, and we won’t. This was inevitable.”

      “It feels like my fault.” I pouted out my bottom lip. “And I feel horrible because of it.”

      Ramon grabbed me and pulled me to him for a giant, reassuring hug. I leaned against his chest listening to the pounding of his heart. Every beat felt like it was for me. Like he didn’t want to leave me either. I gripped tightly to his shift and tried to hold back the tears.

      “Can I hug you?” Seth whispered, much less uncertain than he was before. I enjoyed his confidence. It made me feel a whole lot closer to him. “If you don’t mind?”

      I grinned and flung my arms around him, the wetness staining my cheeks now. I couldn’t keep it in any longer, I was a damn emotional wreck. New mom Kayla, and pregnant Reese, were doing a much better job of holding it together than me. It was embarrassing, really.

      “Be strong for me,” I hissed quietly to Seth. “Make sure everyone comes back in one piece.”

      He didn’t answer me with words. Instead, he squeezed me tightly, reassuringly.

      Then, I grabbed Tony. He chuckled into my ear, which I presumed was to let me know that he wasn’t worried at all, that he had all the confidence in the world, but I wasn’t buying it.

      “Be careful,” I said, quietly. “Look after everyone out there.”

      Finally, Jabari took me in his arms, and he stared deeply into my eyes. I could see all the emotions there, all the feelings he had for me and it made me fall apart. The tears that were there only moments before became full on sobs. I leaned against his shoulder and wept like crazy.

      “Shh, shh, don’t worry,” he told me. “We’re going to be fine. You know that, don’t you? You have seen us fight; you know what we are capable of. You have nothing to be concerned about.”

      “I… I know,” I sobbed, sadly. “I just don’t want you to go, that’s all.”

      It was the perfect time to tell them all how I was feeling, to tell Jabari and the rest of them that I loved them, but for some reason the words wouldn’t come. It was the perfect moment, really. Just before I was about to send them into battle, to perhaps never see them again—not that I wanted to think of it like that—but I still couldn’t say it. It was like there was something there in my throat, blocking me. It actually hurt, and I was sure that the ache would remain in my body all day long.

      “We will be back,” Jabari reassured me with utter confidence. “All of us. Once we are, our lives can go back to normal. We won’t ever have to deal with the jag threat again.”

      “Should I come?” I demanded, hopelessly. “Give them my photos? Would that help?”

      Jabari’s whole body language changed, as if the thought of me on the battle field destroyed him. His face stiffened, and I could almost see a wide range of emotions flickering behind his gaze.

      “There is no way in hell that I’m letting you anywhere near those assholes,” he growled. “Not a chance. Plus, this is bigger than that and you know it. You will stay here with Reese and Kayla.”

      I didn’t mind being with them. They were nice people who I got along with, but I would rather my men have been here with me. Knowing that they were out there in danger was too much for me. I clung to him and sobbed a little harder, hating the idea that this could be the last time.

      “You take care of yourself,” I begged. “Please. All of you. Come back to me. As soon as you can.”

      Javier then made the command that it was time to leave, which of course the other panthers had to obey immediately. They pulled away from me and got into battle stance. They looked powerful, like a force to be reckoned with, but still I couldn’t hold on to that confidence. The fear was much more overwhelming. Really, I had only known these guys a short while, but the impact that they had had on my life would last forever. No one had ever affected me quite like this.

      “It will be fine,” Reese tried to reassure me while wrapping her arm around my shoulder. “I know that it’s hard but the best thing we can do is try not to worry too much. We don’t want them to be looking at us sad, knowing they’re breaking our hearts by leaving because they need to be focused. So, dry up those tears and wave them farewell. Then we can cry afterwards.”

      I knew that she was right, so I did as she suggested and wiped my tears on my sleeve. If Reese and Kayla could hold it together while their husbands left and one of them had a child with the other on the way, then I could keep it together too. At least for a few more minutes. I stood tall, I raised my head high and jutted out my chin, waving fiercely to my men. They waved back, their eyes portraying the truth but the body language making them the men that they needed to be today.

      My men. Yes, that felt right. The men now really did belong to me.

      “Come on,” Kayla said once they had vanished into the distance, out of the tunnel and leaving Panthera. At least for the foreseeable future. “Let’s go and play with Jessie. He’s a good distraction. Plus, I’m pretty sure that we all need some herbal tea by now.”

      “Herbal tea?” I questioned, curious. “I’ve had lots of herbal tea, but what’s this one?”

      “It’s a special Panthera recipe.” Kayla smiled, secretly. “You will love it, believe me.”

      I didn’t have anything better to do so I went with the girls to Kayla’s place where we played a ball game until Kayla brought us this special tea. As soon as I took just one sip from it, I could tell that it really was special. It had some kind of calming effect on me. I leaned my head back and basked in the sensation for just a moment. It had been such a long time since I felt this way.

      “So, you are enjoying it here?” Reese asked me after a few moments. “You like Panthera?”

      “I do,” I admitted. “It’s lovely here. I guess you must love it too.”

      “Oh yes, I do, so much.”

      I leaned forward, curious. “Did you not enjoy your life before? Did you want to get away?”

      “I lived in New York and I had a very successful and fulfilling life.” This reply shocked me. “To be honest, I didn’t even realize that anything was missing from it until I got here.”

      I searched myself inside realizing that was exactly how I felt too. I loved my life. I really enjoyed exploring the world, protesting things that I just knew were wrong, and having my adventures. But Jabari, Seth, Ramon, and Tony had filled a hole that I didn’t even know needed it. I honestly wasn’t sure if I’d walk away now no matter what happened.

      “The library is always a good place for self-reflection,” Reese told me, knowingly. “Kayla and I are fine here with Jessie if you want some time to think.”

      Once Reese pointed me off in the right direction, I thanked her for knowing what I needed and made my way to the library. I had always loved books and reading anyway. I always looked for a library wherever I went, so this was perfect for me… even more so when I realized that it was filled with texts about the panthers and their history. Finally, I could get the answers to everything to do with this race. The truth as well, not just rumors and lore like the cat museum had given me.

      God, that felt like a lifetime ago now. When I strolled in to Brazil expecting to find a cat related adventure. How little did I know that it would completely turn my life around.

      I smiled to myself, thinking about how much I had changed since I came here. How much of a different person I’d become. I felt more grown now, more capable. More of an adult. This experience had really opened my eyes to the person that I wanted to be as well. I always thought that I knew myself, but now I really did. I wanted to be the Tara that I was in Panthera, the Tara that the guys brought out of me. She was the best version of me that I could be.

      With that thought in mind, I took my seat in the library with a stack of books as high as I could carry and I started to read, diving in to research knowing that would help me get through the hardest day of my whole damn life…
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      Bleep, bleep.

      I go so sucked into my reading. I had spent the last couple of hours completely absorbed in the history, the past wars, the plans for the future including preserving the race… all of it. I got myself completely lost in it all and it was wonderful. It made me even more determined to help.

      So, my cell phone blasting out, reminding me that there was a world outside of this was a shock.

      Maz: Hey Tara, long time no speak. How is the Brazilian adventure going? Please tell me the reason that you haven’t been in touch is because you’re shacked up with some hot man, not that you have been eaten by those damn massive wild animals you insist on chasing xx

      Her message was filled with much bigger implications than she ever could have known. This was the time to start telling her that I had met someone if I really was going to stay here. Of course, it was something that I could always back out of later on, but I knew I wouldn’t. If I said those words, then I was staying. I would be one of the human wives carrying a panther shifter baby.

      Once I had that child, I was committed to Panthera. I couldn’t leave my baby, nor could I bring him or her into a world where persecution and death was a real risk.

      Darla: Yes, it has been a while. That isn’t like you. You’re usually very keen to tell us all about where you are. You haven’t been kidnapped or anything, have you? Xx

      I smiled to myself and started typing, the decision making itself obvious for me.

      Tara: I am with a hunky man, in fact. That’s why I have been absent xx

      Maz: Oh, thank goodness! Tell us all about him xx

      Tara: He’s a tall, muscular hunky man who makes me laugh, is very smart, makes me feel safe, and also calms me down. I think he might be the one for me, you know xx

      The only way that I could describe my mystery man was to make him a combination of all four. I just wasn’t sure that they would understand polyamory. I wasn’t ashamed, not at all. I just wanted to make it easy for them to get why I was leaving my whole life behind.

      Darla: Uh oh, does that mean you’re going to stay? Are you in love? Xx

      Tara: Nothing is set in stone yet. But maybe. I don’t want to leave yet anyway xx

      There was a beat of silence before anyone replied. I found my heart hammering so hard it was beating powerfully in my mouth making my throat run dry. I didn’t even see these girls anymore, but I didn’t want them to hate me for my choices. I needed some acceptance.

      Then finally I saw the little symbol, the three dots which meant that Maz was typing. I prayed to every God from every religion that I had ever come across that this was good news.

      Maz: That’s amazing, Tara. I’m so glad that you have found someone to make you happy. I really do hope it lasts because you deserve it. I will have to come and visit some time xx

      I breathed out with relief before firing off my reply.

      Tara: Thank you so much. That means so much to me xx

      Darla: I was worried that you would travel the planet forever. If you have found someone that makes you want to settle, then you cling on to him and never let him go xx

      Tara: I will! And of course, you can come and visit any time xx

      Maybe not Panthera, but the city. We could make it work… if this reunion was ever going to happen. We didn’t manage to make it in America, so chances were slim.

      Maz: We love you lots, I hope you know that xx

      This brought a tear to my eyes. I couldn’t help it.

      Tara: I love you both too xx

      Their words were wonderful, they made me so much happier about the decision that I already wanted to make. I really did want to stay here and live my life out in Panthera. I was pretty sure that choice had already been made long before I even set foot into the city. This was going to be my home, and I couldn’t wait to tell the guys that they got to keep me forever.

      But there was one thing that I needed to do first, for the safety of everyone. If I was going to remain here, then I didn’t need the pictures, did I? I didn’t need the constant reminder of a memory from long ago because I would be living it. Those photos had done nothing but cause me issues anyway, so there wasn’t any point in clinging on to them.

      I put all the books back, grinning to myself as I thought about what my future was going to look like now. Surrounded by four men that I was immensely attracted to, but that I also loved. Living the most wonderful life ever. Panthera already felt like my home more than anywhere else I had ever been before, and I had only been here for a couple of days.

      Once I was done in the library, I raced to my room with happiness bursting through me like an explosion. I couldn’t wait for the moment that all my men would return, and I could tell them what I’d done, what I’d decided… then it would be time practicing making more children for the race. And I sure as hell didn’t mind how many times it took to fall pregnant, how many hours we had to spend at it. Whatever it took… but first, they needed to get back to me safely.
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      They knew this was going to happen. That was the only thing that I could think of as I saw the large numbers of jaguars coming at us just as hard as we were them. They knew and that was why we were immediately outnumbered two to one. Instantly, my eyes darted towards Seth, Ramon, and Tony. I was worried for them; they were my pack. I didn’t want anything to happen.

      But I wasn’t going to be able to watch them all the way through the fight. That just wasn’t possible. There were too many people here for me to see them all.

      “We are all here for one reason,” Javier commanded. He and the jag leader were in human form but no one else. “To end this fight. We can end it peacefully…”

      “We sure can,” the jaguar snarled back. “When you bend the knee and commit to us.”

      “You know that we don’t want that, and I don’t think that you do either.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He ran his nasty eyes up and down Javier like he was dirt on his shoes. “And what does the anomaly think that we want then? Since you seem to be such an expert.”

      “I think that we all just want to go our separate ways and go back to the way that things were.”

      “But things will never go back to the way they were before. Not when you have humans with you, threatening our secrecy. Ruining our way of life. We need to end that.”

      Javier spoke calmly and with precision. “But the humans that are involved with us want to protect our secret too. They are having children with us. Children they never want to risk. There is no chance they will ever let the rest of the world know about us.”

      “The new one isn’t pregnant,” he shot back, making my blood run ice cold. I bolted upright into a stiffer position, the mere mention of Tara too much to handle. “And she has taken photographs of all of us. Photographs that could make her very rich. She has threatened to do that, hasn’t she? We don’t even need to ask to know for sure. She wants to be wealthy, but she has pulled the wool over your eyes and made it seem like she actually likes you guys. All she wants to do is learn your secrets so that she can destroy you from the inside out. And you are too dumb to see it.”

      I had to hold my temper in check. Javier had already warned us before we came here to let him do the negotiation and not to rise to any of the bait that they threw our way. But how could I not when they were threatening Tara? I wasn’t made of fucking stone. This was so damn hard.

      “The girl is nothing to worry about,” Javier tried to reassure him. “She has mated, she is a part of us now. She wants to be a wife to the pack which means she will keep the secret as well.”

      Javier was bluffing, there was no way that he could be certain about any of that, but he was trying his best. I wished those words were true though. I so wanted that to be the case.

      “Has she got rid of the pictures yet?” The jag teased. “Or is she holding on to them just in case?”

      “Is this really about the pictures?” Javier shot back, quickly. “Or about us. About the way that our races have gotten along side by side for years and years, and that we could do again.”

      “We can’t. Not until you change your ways, not until you kill off the humans.”

      Those words created a tight knot of panic in my chest. I knew that the jags weren’t happy and that they had the tendency to be assholes, but kill the humans? People with lives that they knew nothing about? How could they be so freaking cruel for seemingly no reason?

      “And I want you to start with the new one,” the jaguar continued. “I want her gone first. She is the worst threat out of all of them and I want her out of the picture. I want her dead. You bring her head to me, and maybe we can talk then. What do you think about that?”

      A growl flew out of my mouth. I couldn’t stop it however hard I tried. I wanted to do what Javier requested of me because I knew it was rationally for the best but guttural instinct took over. My primal instinct to protect Tara over shadowed anything else.

      At the sound of my growl, Javier put his hand out behind himself to block me from doing anything crazy, but my paws clawed along the ground regardless. I was gearing myself up. If they wanted Tara’s head, then there was only one way that this would end and that was with a fight.

      “This is ridiculous,” Javier continued in an over the top calm manner. “There doesn’t need to be any deaths. No one needs to die to protect the secret that’s already protected.”

      “You just don’t get it, do you? Every human that you bring into our world is a risk. Humans aren’t like us, they have greed in their hearts, spite at their core. Look at how they treated us in the past. They practically destroyed us. You’re welcoming that again.”

      These jags didn’t get it. They didn’t understand the love felt between us and the human women. They couldn’t possibly know without experiencing it. None of the human women brought into our lives were that sort of person. None of them liked greed and spite. Particularly, not Tara. She was the most honest loving person I had ever met in my life. These jags had this idea that things were supposed to be a certain way and they wouldn’t open their eyes…

      “We need to come up with an agreement. We can’t fight like this…”

      “Fight like what, huh…?”

      It was on. The head jaguar leapt in the air and shifted with his claws out, the asshole controlling every second of this. Just like me, he knew what way this was going to go, and he wanted to do it on his terms. I wanted to scream with frustration. We should have done that first.

      As quick as a flash, Javier changed too and the two of them started to fight hard. The rest of the jags charged at us like a fucking battalion. Instantly, my eyes darted around, and I tried to find my guys. I needed to check that everyone was alright.

      Seth was sneaking up on another. That was good, his quick and quiet feet were his best asset in battle. I didn’t really want him to make that leap, but if that was what he needed to do then be it. Then I needed to track down Ramon. His white albino fur made him easy for me to spot, but unfortunately it made him a big target for the jags as well. He had three on him, but thankfully, Jakar was by his side, helping him out. I knew that Jakar could handle it.

      Tony. Where the fuck was Tony? That was a massive worry for me. I couldn’t seem to see him anywhere. I raced forwards, desperately trying to spot him. My eyes were so busy all over the place that I didn’t notice a sharp set of claws piercing my skin until the blood gushed from me.

      Fuck. I started to attack, knowing that was the only way I could survive. I lashed out and used all my anger at every single one of the fucking jaguars in that moment. I went wild on this asshole until he backed away. He was forced to move away from me because I was going nuts. Lashing out like a mad man, acting like the primal bastard that I was. I didn’t have time for him, I wanted to know where Tony was. I needed to see him. This guy was fucking nothing to me.

      I breathed out with relief as I finally spotted Tony up high, teasing a couple of jags. Typical Tony. But at least he was alright. That was the most important thing. As long as all of them were fine, that was all that I cared about. But the fight was still brutal as fuck around me. Blood was everywhere and my incredible nose was breathing in the scent of death. I didn’t know which side the death was on, but I really didn’t like it. I didn’t want anyone to die. Not really…

      We need to end this, I thought desperately to myself. I can’t lose anyone like this.

      I tried to think of a way to make that happen, another way that Javier hadn’t tried. He was the leader of the panthers for a reason. He knew what was best, but maybe not this time…

      All of a sudden, I got a whiff of something unexpected. Something that really got to me. That changed everything. It was the scent of a jaguar that I knew. The one who had been in Tara’s room. He might not have done anything to her, but the fact that he dared to be anywhere near her destroyed me. He could have been the one to take her head off. There were so many things that he could have done. If he had even touched a hair on her head, it would fucking destroy me.

      I followed the scent and spotted the jag staring at me like he knew me. It seemed like he was teasing me, which caused a red mist of anger to descend over me. I barely even knew what was happening anymore. The more that I looked at him, the more rationality flew out the window and I became a slave to the animal instincts inside of me. I was about to fucking take him out. Anger flooded me. I didn’t like to kill, but I was prepared to for this asshole. It would be the first time that I personally had ever fought to the death, but for Tara it was worth it.

      I turned and faced him, snarling angrily. I bared my teeth just so he knew that I was coming for him. I didn’t want to kill… yet I wanted him to smell the scent of death before I took this fucker out. I narrowed my eyes at him, and scratched my feet along the floor, and I took flight. All thoughts melted away and any human part of me vanished. It was on.
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      I glanced my eyes around this area of the jungle, sickness threatening to escape me. There was so much death, so many bodies around here, it was disgusting. I hated being a part of this. I couldn’t even remember a lot of it, once the animal side of me kicked in to get me through the fight, it hadn’t vanished until the end. Now that it was back, I was a fucking mess.

      Sure, there were more jaguar bodies than panther. I could only see a couple of panthers who hadn’t made it to the end, but it was still sad. Even knowing that we had won didn’t make it any better. I never wanted things to end like this. I just wanted it to stop.

      “We are okay,” Tony whispered to me, his human body a state. He was filled with scars, it made me sick. “We are all fine. You don’t need to worry too much.”

      Sure, my clan were okay. So were Jakar and Javier’s, but it was still impossible to wrap my head around. I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to get over what had happened.

      “This will be over soon,” Seth tried to reassure me as well. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Try to think about Tara,” Tony joined in. “Think about seeing her soon.”

      I slipped my eyes closed and thought about her face. Her beautiful face, her purple hair, that heart stopping smile of hers… God, I couldn’t wait to see her again. But would I be a broken man when that happened? Would I be a much less version of myself? I hated that.

      “You see?” All of a sudden, Javier’s voice burst through the jungle, grabbing everyone’s attention. “You see what your war has done? Death surrounds you. You caused this.”

      The leader of the jaguars rose to his feet. He tried to look powerful and still like he was in control, but it was easy to see that he was broken too. All of us were. The fact that this didn’t need to happen was probably killing every single one of us left alive.

      “This didn’t need to happen. We tried to deal with this peacefully and you preferred it this way. This is what you wanted. Are you happy now, huh? Are you fucking happy?”

      The jaguar leader said nothing. He just looked around like he couldn’t quite believe it. All the arrogance that he wore like a shield had long since fallen away. Could this actually be worth it?

      “You need to go,” Javier growled. “You need to get the hell out of here and never come back. Don’t interfere with our way of life ever again. We know what we’re doing. We know how to live our lives. We don’t need any advice from you, and we sure as shit don’t need to bow down to you.”

      I wanted to stiffen, to prepare myself for yet another fight, but I couldn’t. I didn’t have it left in me. I was a freaking mess, and this needed to be over here and now. I didn’t think any of us had the effort left. I hoped the asshole jaguar leader didn’t either. If he had another trick up his sleeve, then that would be the end of us. All of us, probably. There wouldn’t be any need to worry about the future and procreation because there would be none of us left.

      “I… I…” he gasped. “I don’t know what to say to you.”

      “Then just say that you’re going to leave,” Javier yelled. “Say that you’re leaving us. Say that you’re leaving us to live our lives and that you aren’t coming back again. Say that you will go back to wherever the hell you came from and you’ll never come back to us. We don’t ever want to see your faces, we don’t ever want to be in your presence, we just want our lives back.”

      The jaguar hung his head low. It almost looked like there were tears leaking out of his eyes. I didn’t want to get my hopes up but there was a chance that we would actually get what we wanted.

      “Yes,” he finally said quietly, sounding as defeated as I felt. “Yes, okay.”

      “How do we know that you are telling the truth?” Javier pushed, the anger in his voice scaring me a little. This wasn’t typical. “How do we know that this isn’t some other bullshit trick of yours?”

      “Because I have lost it all. You can see that.” The jaguar threw his hands in the air. “I don’t have anything left. You have destroyed us all. There is no going back from this.”

      “You destroyed yourself. You started this. It’s your fault.”

      “I know. That is something you are probably right about. My arrogance has destroyed us.”

      “So, go home and leave us alone. Let this be the end of it all. This will be our territory from now on. You aren’t welcome here anymore. I don’t want any of you back or the same will happen. We have no desire to interrupt you and your lives, so you do the same.”

      “We won’t come here again,” he confirmed. “We will leave you alone.”

      Javier refused to move and the rest of us stood behind him to show our agreement with him. We needed to present a united front and to remind the jaguars that even though we started with much less of us, we were ending this with so much more.

      Finally, the jaguars left with their heads hung low. I guess we couldn’t be one hundred percent certain that this wouldn’t happen again, but we were as sure as we could be. My shoulders rolled forwards; relief flooded me. We could go back home to Tara.

      “We need to honor the dead,” Javier reminded us. “Before we go home, we need to bury those who lost their lives in this and to say a proper goodbye. It’s the only way.”

      Goodbyes were never easy, but this was going to be one of the hardest ones of all. I would have to face what we’d done and what we’d lost. But it was the only way that we could put this to bed forever.
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      “They’re back!” Someone yelled, shaking me from my stupor. Ever since I deleted all the pictures of the panthers and jaguars, I had been at a loss, just waiting for them to come back. I didn’t feel much, I was mostly numb, just sitting and waiting. “Come on.”

      I leapt up and raced to the tunnel, my heart pounding in my throat as I did. I knew that this moment would come eventually, I’d been waiting expectantly for it, but now that it was here, I wasn’t sure. What was I about to face? What if they didn’t all come back?

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered in a shaking voice. “Get it together, Tara. Be there for them.”

      I might have had a shitty day, but theirs was a lot worse. Their fight must have been brutal. And we didn’t even know if they had won or lost yet. If the jaguars won, then there was a chance that it didn’t matter what decision I had made, I would be out of here. Or dead. There was a little bit of me that wondered if I should have used the time to run… but I knew I couldn’t. These men were worth risking my life for. I loved them. They were worth it and I didn’t regret a thing.

      As we arrived at the tunnel and we started to see people coming back all injured and covered in bruises and blood, my hope sunk low. There was no way that all my guys could have survived this. Not a chance. I didn’t want to think about losing any of them. They all made up what was perfect for me and I couldn’t stand any of the puzzle not being complete.

      “Jabari,” I gushed out, some relief flooding me as I saw the leader of my pack. He gave me a grim look which didn’t fill me with any confidence, but that was hardly surprising since between him, Jakar, and Javier, they were carrying two bodies. Men I didn’t recognize, but that was irrelevant, it was still an incredibly sobering sight. To lose anyone’s life was horrible.

      They walked past towards the middle of the city center and lay the bodies down. Others followed and I couldn’t stop my eyes from desperately scanning the crowd.

      “Tony,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe that he was back too. As soon as he saw me, he raced over to me, breaking free from the crowd to wrap me up in his arms. He hugged me so tight that I just crumbled in his arms. All the emotion came flooding back. “Thank God you’re here.”

      “Thank God you are here,” he hissed back. “I thought you might have left me.”

      “Never,” I insisted, fiercely. “I would never leave you.”

      He pulled back to give me a look. “Does that mean what I think it does? You’re staying?”

      I smiled and nodded, loving the relief crossing his face. He really did want me here. Knowing that just made my decision feel even more right. I was wanted, this was my home.

      “Ramon and Seth,” I gasped as I glanced over Tony’s shoulder. “They are here too.”

      “Of course, they are.” Tony nudged me, playfully. “You didn’t think that any of us wouldn’t make it back, did you? I promised you that we would all be okay, and we are.”

      “Not everyone is though, are they?” I said, sadly. “Some people didn’t make it.”

      “No, I know.” Tony’s face darkened. “I am unimpressed about that. It’s very sad.”

      “What about the jaguars? Did any of them die? What happened?”

      Tony didn’t give me a number, which admittedly worried me, but I suppose there was nothing I could do about it now. As long as the war was over for the time being.

      “We buried them. The jaguars ran away and left us with them all, so we buried them to show our respect because it was never our intention for the jaguars to die. We wanted to end this peacefully, but they wouldn’t let it happen. They tricked us and tried to pull the wool over our eyes. They attempted it, it was a sneak attack and we didn’t have a choice.”

      I held on to his arm and gave him an understanding look. This wasn’t his fault, and I knew it. I couldn’t be there so I would never be certain, but it seemed clear to me that the panthers were backed into a corner and had to do what they needed to, just to survive.

      “It’s over now, isn’t it?” I whispered reassuringly to him. “We’re all okay.”

      “I think it will be a very long time, if ever, before they attack again.”

      So, the threat was over for now. I suppose it couldn’t be forever unless all the jaguars were dead and since there was supposed to be millions of them all over the world, no one wanted that to happen. I just had to hope that they would be bored of us all now and we could get on with the rest of our lives just being happy in Panthera forever.

      “What happens now?” I asked. “Why is everyone gathering in the city center?”

      “We have our own rituals for the dead. We will now have our funeral ceremony for the two who didn’t make it which includes burning them on the pyre and speaking about them.”

      “Oh wow...” I wasn’t expecting that. “I see. That will be something new.”

      Tony held me to him, making me feel all safe and calm once more. Ramon locked eyes with me and he gave me a sharp nod, but I could see that he was in pain. Physically and emotionally. Just like Tony, he hated what had happened. They weren’t a spiteful race. That was what I adored so much about them, that was why I connected with them so well. They wanted a peaceful life with happiness, looking after the world, just like I did.

      “Don’t you all need to tend to your injuries first?” I asked. “You all look hurt.”

      “That’s something we can do afterwards. We heal well, you have seen that by now.”

      “Yes, I have, but it’s still very worrying. I don’t want anyone to get worse.”

      “We’re better than we were by the sight of the fight. Be rest assured of that.”

      Well, that sure as hell didn’t make me feel any better, but I suppose that was what I had for now. To know that they were at least on the way to getting better.

      Tony pulled me then to the center of the city alongside him to witness the funeral ceremony. We stood beside Ramon and Seth, and Jabari in the center of the crowd with his cousins, helping to lift the bodies. He wasn’t looking at anyone, I could tell that he didn’t like this situation at all. I wanted to hug him so badly, to make this all go away for him. I wanted to be the rock for him to lean on, to take any of his pain from him, but I couldn’t. All I could do was watch.

      Javier said some words that I didn’t quite understand before he lit a fire underneath the pyre. I had to close my eyes as the flames flickered upwards, reaching towards the sky. The sounds of crackling were soothing, but the smell of the burning bodies was too much. I knew that this was the way of the panthers, but it would take a little while to get used to.

      I opened my eyes as one of the other panthers began to speak with a whole lot of emotion. I quickly picked up that he was the leader of the pack of one of the deceased, and the death was crushing him. Hearing his loving words for one of his fellow panthers brought tears to my eyes too. Everyone was weeping, you would have to have a heart of stone not to fall apart. His words showed me just how much they all meant to one another. It was a true, real family. They all really meant the world to one another. I was used to a world where a lot of people were only out for themselves. Who had their selfish needs at heart and wouldn’t glance at their neighbor even if they were on fire. Who didn’t give a shit about the environment. Whereas here, everyone really cared about one another. It was the family that I had never had before.

      I rubbed my eyes and clung to my chest, trying to calm myself down. It was okay to get consumed by emotion, but I was supposed to be the tower of strength for my men. That was my role today and I would do everything that I could to uphold it for them.

      I will be okay. We all will, I reassured myself. This, we will survive. We will grow stronger.

      Once the funeral was done and the bodies burned, we returned to the house where I could finally tend to the wounds of my men. As I did what I could to calm the inflammation down and to clean up the blood, I tried to find out what had happened at the fight, but no one seemed too willing to talk. I guess they didn’t want to bring back up the horrible memories.

      Instead, I chose to say something else. “I got rid of the evidence.”

      “What do you mean?” Jabari asked with a wince. “What evidence?”

      “You know, the photos and video. That evidence. It’s gone. I deleted it all.”

      “Why?” Ramon asked. “The war is over now. It doesn’t matter so much anymore.”

      “Because…” A giant grin spread across my face. I was so thrilled to get this news out. “I want to stay, that’s why, and I don’t ever want our secret to get out.”

      Everyone stood in silence for a moment, aside from Tony who clapped his hands together a few times, gleefully. Of course, he wasn’t shocked which only confirmed to the others that this was really happening. Seth’s expression was the first to turn to one of happiness.

      “That’s amazing,” he said, joyfully. “Panthera is so much better with you in it.”

      “This is the best news that I have had all day,” Ramon agreed.

      “We would be overjoyed to have you here,” Jabari finished. “You make this place so much better. If this has taught me anything, it’s that family is the most important thing.”

      I nodded and agreed with him. Family was the most important thing. Not necessarily the family that a person was born into but the one that they chose. And this was for sure the one I wanted.

      “Are all of you feeling better?” I asked as I took them in one by one. “Is there anything else that I can do for you? And more wounds need cleaning up? Food? Drink? Anything like that?”

      “Oh, we won’t need to eat here,” Jabari said. “The feast will happen soon.”

      “Feast? What are you talking about?”

      “The feast and party to celebrate winning. And also, to celebrate the lives of those who we lost. We don’t want it to be a sad affair. We always need to recall the good times, you know?”

      Personally, I wasn’t too sure if that was the best idea. I didn’t know if there was anyone who would be in the mood, but it wasn’t my place to question it. If this was what they thought was right, then I would go along with them. I would feel bad for celebrating all of my men coming back when not everyone did, but I was happy about it.

      “That sounds nice. I’m sure it will be fun.”

      “Do you have anything to wear?” Jabari asked. “It can be a posh event.”

      “Uh oh. I don’t have anything like that. I don’t travel with posh dresses.”

      “I’m sure Reese and Kayla will help you out. If you want them to…”

      I shrugged and smiled. I guess it was a day of trying out new things. And why shouldn’t I wear a nice dress to look good for my guys? This would be the closest thing to a date that I would get, so why not make the most of it? I was actually pretty excited to see where it would lead…
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      “Are you sure this looks okay?” I asked Reese for what felt like the hundredth time as I tugged the dress down. “I don’t know if it fits me right. I feel all weird in it.”

      “You look beautiful. Better than I ever did in it. Especially with your hair all curled like that. The purple looks incredible. You messaged your friends, didn’t you? They liked it?”

      Maz and Darla sure did. They both said that they hadn’t ever seen me looking so good, but that didn’t stop the nerves from zig zagging through me. I wasn’t sure why because I knew all of the men liked me just as I was, but it felt like there was some serious pressure on me. I was probably just putting it on myself though, wanting this night to be perfect. It felt like the first day of the rest of my life, and I really did want to make the best of it.

      “They did.” I breathed in deep a couple of times. “I just need to get used to it.”

      “Well, I can hear music, so I think that it might be time to get going. Are you okay?”

      “Yes… at least, I think so. It’s all just a bit…”

      “I know that feeling,” she told me, reassuringly. “It’s the dizziness that comes from falling in love. I felt exactly the same way when I first realized that I was staying here forever. It’s a nerve wracking but amazing feeling that you will get used to. Once this is your life, it’s perfect.”

      “You have hit the nail on the head. That’s exactly how I feel!”

      “Then you are one lucky lady because I can assure you that it only gets better from here.”

      Reese held out her arm to me in the way that a true friend would, and we walked down the stairs together. Having her by my side did help me to make it out. As soon as we got outside and I spotted the jaws of my men dropping hard to the ground, all the anxiety simply melted away. It was more the anticipation of getting back to them than anything else.

      “Wow,” Jabari gushed. “Tara, you look incredible.”

      “There aren’t any words to describe you,” Tony agreed. “Stunning.”

      “Beautiful,” chimed in Ramon.

      “Like an angel.” I was most shocked and pleased to hear Seth talk. That was the nicest treat for me. “I have never seen someone as gorgeous as you before.”

      A heat raced up through my body. It was a little embarrassing and overwhelming, but lovely too. Every single thing that happened here just made my life that much better.

      “Why thank you,” I teased. “None of you look too bad yourself. I don’t often see you in suits.”

      “Well, it’s a special day,” Tony declared with a chuckle. “We thought it best to make an effort.”

      Everyone had, it wasn’t just us. They were all dressed to the nines and trying to celebrate the victory now. The sadness was still there a little in the air, but mostly we were surrounded by joy. Glee that at least for the time being, things were good. The instant future was a given.

      “We eat soon,” Ramon said, while holding his hand out to me. “But for now, should we dance?”

      Other couples were dancing, but it was still a shock to be asked. “I don’t know if I can dance well,” I admitted. “But if you’re okay to be patient with me then I will give it a try.”

      “I can be patient, especially with someone that I love so much.”

      “You love me?” To hear him say it aloud was incredible. It made my heart absolutely race.

      “Of course, I do. We all do. You did know that, didn’t you?”

      “Well, I do now! And I love you all too, okay? I think I’ve loved you for ages.”

      “Now you tell us!” Tony teased. “Thank goodness, we were losing our minds over here.”

      Ramon kissed me before I could make some smart ass remark back as the others cheered. My heart unlocked and I felt free as a bird as the feelings were fully out there now. I loved them, and they loved me. That was all I needed.

      I shared an intense look with each of them, really feeling the powerful emotion swirling around us. If this was the first day of the rest of my life, then it couldn’t get better than this. My life really was just about to begin, and it promised to be phenomenal.
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      Finally, it was my turn to dance with Tara. As always, I was prepared to wait for her because I knew that she was worth it. But I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to get my hands on her soon before I fell apart. Knowing that she was staying here forever changed everything. Finally, I could be open and honest with my emotions, which felt incredible. I was over the moon.

      “So,” I said with a smile once I had my hands on her waist. “The felinologist is about to take her next research step into a new direction, am I right? By preserving the race.”

      She giggled and blushed brightly. “It seems that way, doesn’t it?”

      “That takes a very dedicated researcher, doesn’t it? To go that far.” All of a sudden, I realized that there was serious edge to my teasing. “You know, we are grateful to you for everything that you have done. Not just for looking out for us all the time and taking care of us, but for helping to preserve the race. It really does take special people to come here and do this.”

      “Well, I’m just glad to have found the cause that I know is worth fighting for, that’s all.” She shrugged as if she wasn’t mostly turning her back on her old life for us. “I think that’s what I have been searching for my whole life. Something that I truly believe in and that I want to throw myself into for life. With all my other causes, I did my bit and I was happy, but here I want to stay. With you…” She rubbed her hand delicately down my arm. “And the others. I really do love you all. You have made my life amazing. I wouldn’t be without you now.”

      Hearing those words made my heart race at the speed of light. She truly meant it. I couldn’t believe how afraid I was that Panthera wouldn’t suit her. She was one of us now, one of my pack. I cared about her as much as I did the other guys. She was the perfect woman to carry our child.

      “It isn’t just you,” Tara continued. “It’s everyone. You have all made me feel welcome. Even with the friends that I had before, I never felt the same closeness I have with Reese and Kayla. I know that they were friends before, but they haven’t made me feel left out at all.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” I nodded, sharply. “It is a wonderful place to live, but I want everyone to make you feel welcome. I want them all to accept you as much as I do.”

      “Maybe not quite as much as you do,” she giggled while squeezing my side. “I think I have enough on my hands with the four of you. I don’t want to add more on.”

      “Mmm, that’s true. But I have a jealous side that you don’t want to come out.”

      She giggled and leaned her head against my chest so we could sway to the music for a little while. It was the calmest, most peaceful moment I’d had in a very long time. My eyes slid closed and I absolutely loved it. It was blissful and wonderous. I never wanted it to end.

      “So, where are we going to live now?” Tara asked me. “Here, or in the city.”

      “Hmm, well we don’t have to live in the city anymore, if you don’t want to. But we can also keep the townhouse if you want to go there as well. The choice is yours.”

      She paused for a while, presumably thinking this through. I never thought that I would want to leave Panthera permanently, it wasn’t supposed to be a long term thing, but now that love was in the picture I would do anything to keep this woman happy. I knew the guys felt the same way. They adored her and would want her life to be a good one.

      “Why don’t we split our time between the two?” She finally replied. “I would prefer to be mostly here, but I think we should keep the townhouse just in case. You never know when we might need a break.” She shot me a wink. “A time for just the five of us.”

      I nodded in instant agreement. Now that was something I could get on board with…

      “Well, well, well…” Javier said loudly, grabbing both mine and Tara’s attention. “I hear there is more good news today. Am I right about that?”

      Tara and I shared a confused look. Neither of us knew exactly what was going on here.

      “I believe you are staying, Tara?” Ah, of course that was what he meant.

      “I am!” She nodded, enthusiastically. “I’m staying here to be with Jabari and the others. I’m very excited to be here… if the rest of you are happy for me to stay?”

      “Of course, we are!” Jakar jumped in, clapping me on the back. “We haven’t ever seen this miserable bastard so happy before. You keep making him smile, and you’re always welcome.”

      I grinned at my cousins, taking their ribbing in a good natured way. This was their way of telling me that they were over the moon with the woman that I had chosen. Thank God, because I wasn’t about to let her go any time soon. I would give up anything for Tara now because she was worth it. She was the woman of my dreams and I needed her.

      “I just want you all to know that I got rid of all the pictures,” Tara reassured them all. “I won’t ever do anything to threaten the privacy that you all need here. That we all need here.”

      They nodded and moved away, allowing me to continue on with my wonderful dance with Tara. I rested my forehead against hers and stared into her eyes for a moment, just basking in the love.

      “You know… we could get going if you want to…” she teased in a seductive tone. “Start on with repopulating the panther species now… if you like. Or at least get some practice in.”

      I glanced around at the party in full swing and nodded, enthusiastically. “You know, I think that might be the best idea that I have heard all day long. Let’s get the others to come with us.”

      I wiggled my fingers towards Ramon and Tony who immediately could tell what was going to happen. Ramon grabbed Seth who was in the middle of an in depth conversation with one of the other shifters, Damien, but as soon as he was informed of what was about to happen, he jumped up and joined the rest of us. After all that we’d been through, we needed this time now.

      We crashed through the door to our house, Tara and me kissing frantically as we did. My hands were knotted up in her hair, my hips rolled in to hers, I needed her so badly it hurt. My cock stood to attention, pressing hard against my trousers, and it grew harder every time she pressed that sexy tight body of hers up against it. I was about to collapse in a moment…

      Tony whipped her away from me, lifting her into the air as he ran up the stairs two at a time, holding her like she was his princess. We all laughed as we followed them, excited to get our hands all over her. This time, I wasn’t going to be able to wait my turn. I was too impatient.

      As soon as Tara lay back on the bed, I joined in as we peeled her clothing off. I peeled off her dress, unhooked her bra, and hungrily took one of her nipples in my mouth. I tugged and teased, groaning with pleasure as she arched her back to push more of her breast in my mouth.

      My fingers grazed against her hips, down over her soft stomach, my heart pounding so hard against my rib cage, it hurt.

      “Oh, Seth,” she moaned as he took a little bit of control now and kissed her. “Fuck, Ramon.” I glanced down to see his fingers plunging deep into her. “Oh, Tony.” He dipped his head down and used his tongue to circle around her clit. “And Jabari.” Her hands gripped on to my hair and she tugged every time it felt good. “All of you. Fucking hell, I love you all. You have no idea.”

      I moved my mouth up her body, kissing all the way up to her throat. I could tell from the whimpering and mewing that this was really doing it for her. That she loved it. Her fingers traced down my chest all the way to my trousers. She wanted me naked and fuck me, I wanted that too. My eager fingers pulled my zipper open and I shoved my trousers down, my underwear dragging down too, and she immediately wrapped her fingers around me. She stroked my cock, using her velvety fingers to push me ever closer towards the edge. Every time the other men did something to her which sent her wild, her moaning traveled all the way to the base of my cock.

      It was too much for me. I knew that I was about to lose it far quicker than I wanted to. I needed to be inside her when I exploded. It was the only way I wanted this night to end, so I whipped my cock away, leaving her breathless. She shot me a troubled look.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasped back at her. “I just… I want to be with you properly, that’s all.”

      She nodded and rolled around on to her front, effectively pushing all the other guys off her as well. I loved the way that Tara did this. She took control of all of us. She didn’t care that we outnumbered her. With the way that she behaved, she outnumbered us easily.

      “Sit down,” she growled to me. “I want to be on top.”

      I did exactly what she commanded, my eyes glazing over with need. She straddled me, her head resting against mine. As Tara angled herself on top of me and slipped all the way down, taking me in deep, we both made guttural sounds in harmony. Every time she bucked her hips, riding me hard, I felt myself lose myself more by the moment.

      The other guys touched her, making her body buckle and shudder, but I could only see her and me. It felt perfect because we were all together. Now that she was mated to us, this was the way that it would always be, but I could only see her.

      I brushed my fingers over her clit with every thrust and this made her walls clamp tightly around me. She gripped on to me so hard because she didn’t want to let me go, and I never wanted her to as well. I wanted to remain plunged inside of her for my whole life.

      “I love you,” I whispered desperately to her. “I love you so much.”

      “Yes, I love you too.” She kissed me gently and tilted her head upwards. “I love all of you.”

      Much as I wanted to hold back, to really savor every part of this memory, she knew exactly how to work my body. The pressure of pleasure grew and grew by the moment, getting too much for me, and just at the moment my head span into the clouds, I exploded inside of her, filling her with my seed. I wasn’t sure if this would be the time we created a baby, and if it would even be my seed that created that child, but just knowing that we were on the way was everything to me. Knowing that one day soon, I would be a father as well, just like my cousins, and that the race would be preserved, it made me feel incredible.

      I lay back on the bed, spent, and watched as Seth took Tara from behind, finally becoming the man that he was always meant to be, and I smiled. The jaguar war wasn’t done for good, there was still a small chance that it would come back around some time in the future, but it wasn’t anything that we needed to worry about. We needed this moment, this bliss, and this pleasure. We deserved some happiness after everything that we’d been through. And this sure as hell was it. I didn’t need anything else but this. Tara, my pack, and our love. Our own little happily ever after.
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      Will you dive DEEPER into the world of Fantasy and Paranormal with me?  What do you have to lose..?

      

      Click Here to sign up for Laura Wylde’s exclusive Romance Readers List.  You’ll have an opportunity to receive special pricing, free stories, exclusive previews and will be the first to know about new releases.
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      If you haven’t had a chance to read any of my other books in the Panthers Shifters of the Amazon series, feel free to check them out here:

      

      Her Panthera Protectors

      

      Mated to the Panthers

      

      Have you had a chance to check out my other books?

      

      Protected by the Claws

      

      Mated to the Claws

      

      Fate of the Gods
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